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  Chapter One




  

        

          A woman doth the mischief brew




          In nineteen cases out of twenty.




          GILBERT.


        


      




  I




  SOME men are born public characters, some achieve publicity and some have publicity thrust upon them. I belong to the last class, on account of my association with the

  unforgettable Fanny Price. I met this dazzling creature for the first time at Z——’s Auction Rooms, than which no better background for her beauty could be devised. For of all the

  lovely and mysterious works of art to be seen there over more than a century, none eclipsed her for subtlety, wit or charm.




  London—all big cities—can boast tens of thousands of exquisitely turned-out young women, as hard-boiled, as highly polished, as Easter eggs, but no man with an eye for character

  could have included Fanny in that casual category: which is not to say that she wouldn’t be at home in a speakeasy on Broadway or one of the thousand road-houses that have ruined the

  countryside from Kingston bypass to Brighton beach. But while they would all be as alike as tin soldiers out of the same box, Fanny had that quality of reality that is mankind’s chief

  attribute, and that no mere beauty or vivacity can of itself sustain. And there was at the same time something else, something less noble, perhaps, but to me irresistible, that streak of original

  recklessness that betokens the adventurer all the world over. I had no reason at that first glimpse to suppose that she would be either courageous or enterprising, though events proved her both,

  but she would not merely take risks, she would enjoy them. Danger was her daily bread; she took chances as more cautious people take penny tickets on buses; she never shirked an encounter or ran

  away from a thing because it might involve her in unpleasant consequences. Her personal history, as I was later to discover, was a kaleidoscope of ragged adventures, brilliant opportunities,

  strange and original incidents. She sprang, lovely and irresistible, from her obscure past as a flower springs from the withered seed; even on that first day when I did no more than stand back and

  listen to her talking with experts, herself one of them, on what had been for years my own subject, I felt that instant clash and its attendant sympathy that convinced me this meeting was one of

  the momentous occasions of a lifetime.




  I was back at last after five-and-twenty years of roughing it in practically every part of the world, and on my first morning in London instinct led me into Z——’s, that

  matchless treasury of beauty, as inevitably as a pub-crawler makes for the door marked Saloon Bar. As a younger man I’d preferred the philosophers to the mystics; I’d plumped for the

  Baroque in art, and always meant to end my days in one of those lovely old Regency houses on the Brighton parade. But when I was six-and-thirty, through a combination of circumstances that have

  nothing to do with this story, I fell in love with Chinese art, and since then I’ve never been unfaithful. Z——’s, as luck would have it, had that day a sale devoted to

  Chinese treasures. In particular, there was a Chinese robe, ancient, priceless, glowing with color, that could stand by itself and yet was supple as silk to the hand. There was a man standing in

  front of it when I came in, a little fellow who looked rather like a Chinaman himself, with a smooth, shrewd yellow face and the expression of a devotee. At a second glance I placed him. It was his

  expression that gave him away. I’d seen him, wearing precisely that absorbed look, in front of a pair of Chinese prints in Shanghai ten years ago. Sampson Rubenstein was his name, and at that

  time he had just turned his famous antique dealer’s business into a limited company, retired with profits that would have shocked a pre-war coal-owner, and started the Chinese collection that

  every one today knows is the finest of its kind in the world.




  I went to stand beside him, and he looked up vaguely, as men do when they feel some one else close at hand. To my surprise he knew me at once.




  “Curteis, isn’t it?” he said. “My God, have you ever seen anything more beautiful than that?”




  He didn’t wait for a reply, but broke into a reverent low-toned eulogy of the coat, reeling off details of its period, value, beauty, workmanship, in a voice that made me realize that I

  was in the presence of a monomaniac. Naturally I was impressed. You can’t meet blinding emotion like that and not get the reflex of it. This little Jew, his eyes nearly falling out of his

  head, for that instant blotted out the rest of the world. We might have been standing together in a desert. His blazing enthusiasm seemed to re-create the ancient Chinese world.




  Then Fanny arrived. She came and stood beside us, looking at the coat, without speaking. Other people crowded behind her, but I saw none of them. Her silence electrified the air; she was

  dressed in black—and she colored the world.




  Rubenstein saw her an instant after I did. Perhaps my attention wavered. I don’t know. But he jerked his head and discovered her, tall and elegant, her lovely face grave, her green

  adventuress’s eyes bright as glass with the sun on it.




  “You’re here,” said Rubenstein. “And Graham?”




  “I haven’t seen him,” said Fanny in absorbed tones, without turning her eyes.




  “Probably not, since you, presumably, are acting for him,” Rubenstein went on. “What’s your particular quarry today?”




  “The same as always,” said Fanny composedly. “Just my bread-and-butter.” She waved a cool hand at the Chinese vestment. “Gorgeous, isn’t it? You’ll

  never be able to resist that.”




  Rubenstein didn’t answer her; his eyes came back to the coat, as though guided by a string.




  “It’s worth whatever you have to pay for it,” Fanny agreed. “After all, what’s the good of money except to buy what you want? If you haven’t money,”

  she shrugged, “you have to get it other ways.”




  She saw some one whom she knew and went away, leaving Rubenstein staring after her. The room seemed suddenly darker than it had been.




  “I’d hate to have to admit what that young woman costs me in a year,” remarked my companion in gloomy tones.




  In view of the few words that had passed between them, I hadn’t expected this, and my treacherous eyebrows betrayed me, because I hadn’t a complete hold on myself. Rubenstein saw my

  surprise, and exclaimed in impatient tones, “No, no, nothing of that sort. I’m a married man now. You must meet Lal sometime. No, that young woman is Graham’s creature. I

  sometimes wonder what he pays her to act for him. I believe she knows as much as he does, as much even as I do. And her appearance is so deceptive.”




  “I asked for an explanation. “Who,” I said, “is Graham?”




  “He’s a middleman by vocation,” Rubenstein told me. “Anything that has a cash value gets sooner or later into Graham’s possession. If you could buy permits to

  Paradise, Graham would sell you his. There would be no heaven for him if he thought of you stewing in hell with a thousand pounds in your stocking that might be in his wallet. He’s got a nose

  like a rat and the manners of a ferret. I’m pretty sharp, but he beats me at my own game time after time. Look at this.” He pointed to the coat. “Do you know whose that is?

  Graham’s. And he’s selling it. He knows I want it. He knows that, whatever price he runs me up to, I shall buy it. I can’t keep away from it. And there are men in America who

  would give every penny—well, that’s exaggerating, but who would stop short of nothing to get that coat away from me. That’s why Fanny is here—to run the price up so that he

  can get top profits for it.”




  “Does he never overreach himself?” I asked.




  Rubenstein shook his head. “Not with me,” he said simply. “I made my pile by not taking risks. I never risked being cheated myself and I never risked cheating a client.

  It’s the best policy, Curteis. And now I daren’t risk Graham’s sending that coat to America.”




  “He mightn’t get his price there.”




  “No, but I should never be sure of that. And even if he didn’t, he might hold it up for a year, and every day I should endure the torments of the lost, wondering if he had got a

  buyer, what he was going to do next. If it weren’t, fortunately, that he can’t bear to see money slip past him, he would be capable of keeping the coat himself. He’s one of the

  acknowledged connoisseurs in the world of Chinese art—treasures of incalculable value are perpetually passing through his hands, and he lives in a little flat on the wrong side of the Park

  and tinkers with metal-work for a hobby. But he’s clever,” he added on a breath so long drawn out, it was a moan. “He’d have made a splendid King’s Torturer. I

  wouldn’t take a thousand pounds a day in exchange for the suspense he’d make me suffer.”




  “And unfortunately he knows it?”




  “Unfortunately he does.”




  “He’s a Scotsman?” I haphazarded, not too pleased at having to acknowledged him as a fellow-exile.




  “And a Jew. He remembers all about the Scotsman, but as for the Jew—believe me, there’s no one quicker to throw up a window in a club on Broadway to let out the stink than

  Graham when Jews are mentioned. I dare say we shall see him about here somewhere.”




  And in fact we did. He came up just before the sale began. He was a tall, thin chap with a bony nose sticking straight out under a flat forehead. He had a bowler hat over thin sandy hair, and

  the top joint of the fourth finger on his right hand was missing.




  “So you’re on the scent again, my dear Rubenstein,” he said smoothly. “There’s no blindfolding you. By the way, I saw a rather nice pair of jade bracelets at a

  dealer’s the other day. You might be interested.” He smiled and the Jew eclipsed the Scotsman.




  Then the real work of the day began.




  II




  Rubenstein bought the coat at a price that gave me goose-flesh. The bidding was between him and the girl, Fanny Price, almost from the start. That robe wasn’t the kind of

  thing you can hang in your drawing-room, and there were no governments in the running for its possession. Rubenstein was interested in nothing else. Afterwards he asked me to come back to lunch to

  meet his wife. As we were edging our way out, Fanny’s long, cool hand, glittering with a barbaric green ring in an ancient claw setting, came out and touched his arm.




  “I hope you’ll be magnanimous enough to ask me down to Plenders when you christen that coat,” she said. “It’s a jewel.”




  Graham’s face peered over her shoulder, looking like a great starved cat. “How you rich men are to be envied,” he said. “If I could afford to keep these things. . .

  .” The bidding began again and he turned hurriedly back.




  “Lal is Spanish,” said Rubenstein to me, as we came out into the wet street and he looked about for a bus. Like a lot of rich men, he resented having to take taxis. “I

  wasn’t married last time we met.” That was all he said about his wife. For the rest of the way home he talked of Fanny.




  “I’ve never been able to discover where Graham found her,” he said, “or where she got her amazing knowledge. There’s no Oriental blood there, and Chinese

  isn’t a common subject among young women of her type.”




  I betrayed myself at once. “Should you say she was a type?” I asked.




  “Perhaps not.” Unquestionably Reubenstein wasn’t interested in her as an individual. “By the way, don’t, if you please, speak of her to my wife. Lal cannot bear

  her. She swears she’s a bad lot. She believes that I’m in love with the girl. You never can get women to understand that a time comes when a man has had enough of that kind of

  thing.”




  But at that stage my sympathy was for the wife I hadn’t met. Fanny, I thought, would make almost any woman tremble for her security.




  Mrs. Rubenstein was a magnificent creature, big, dusky, with a voice like velvet, eyes like flame and the jealousy of the devil. She must have been lovely as a girl; now she ran to opulence. I

  had no chance of avoiding the subject of Fanny. Lal herself brought it up.




  “You got the coat?” she said to her husband, who nodded.




  “And Graham—he was there, of course?”




  Rubenstein nodded again. “I hate that man,” said his wife violently. “The way he looks at you—as if he wondered how much you would be worth to him on the market. And

  Fanny Price, that . . .”—the expression she used is quite untranslatable into English. In Spanish it didn’t sound nearly so offensive.




  Rubenstein didn’t pay much attention to her; he told me not to, either. Quite regardless of us both, Mrs. Rubenstein continued to inveigh against this mysterious girl, to whose charge she

  laid every crime the mind of woman can conceive. She warned me to cut her dead if I ever met her again.




  “She wouldn’t know me,” I objected.




  Lal laughed. It wasn’t a nice laugh. “She’d know any man just back in civilization for the first time in twenty years. She’s as sly as a tiger.”




  “She’s a very clever girl,” said Rubenstein composedly, and at last managed to turn the subject. When I left he asked me to come down to Plenders when he took the robe down to

  add it to his collection.




  That was the first step in the tragedy.




  





  Chapter Two




  

        

          Something will come of this;




          I hope it mayn’t be human gore.




          SIMON TAPPERTIT.


        


      






  WHAT with one thing and another, the visit to Plenders didn’t take place until after Christmas. And since that September meeting I had contrived to see a good deal of

  Fanny, spend a modest amount of money on her, track her patiently from gallery to gallery, tell her a good deal of my life story, and in return found myself almost exactly where we’d begun.

  It was like the mad race of Alice and the Red Queen. If you made your best pace you contrived to stay where you were; if I’d been a shade less enthusiastic I should have dropped out of the

  running altogether.




  There was no snow that Christmas, and I traveled down to Plenders through a countryside of sodden leaves, drenched pasture-land, and the sullen smoke of chimneys blown by the gale almost at

  right angles. There was neither color nor light in the sky, but I was, as usual, thinking about Fanny, and I scarcely noticed the bleakness beyond the train window. I was totting up what I knew of

  the girl after three months’ acquaintance. She was as individual as a play by Bernard Shaw and as brilliant as light; she was like a fire at which you could warm yourself perpetually, but

  with which any definite contact was perilous. She appeared to be without relations but had more friends than I cared to count. She earned a living in a number of ways. She acted for Graham; she

  had been the model for an amazing set of silverpoint photographs for young Norman Bridie, whose work, both in this field and in color photography, had taken the town by storm; you saw her face,

  her mocking green eyes, her chin resting on her interlaced fingers, looking out at you under fantastic hats at absurd prices from the advertisement sheets of the more expensive fashion magazines;

  she did country-house mannequin work; she had, she told me, sung in cabaret shows in London and Paris; she didn’t seem to mind where you took her; she could adapt herself to any

  surroundings, and at the end of the time you knew as little about her, except such insignificant surface facts as these, as you had at a first meeting. I couldn’t even gauge what her

  reputation was. Lal might be right; perhaps she was an adventuress, making her bargain and keeping it coolly, taking what she could get, cutting her losses, going from one experiment to the next.

  I generally let her choose the clubs at which we would dance, the cabaret shows we would attend; always she was recognized with a certain deference; waiters sprang to attention, head waiters came

  and murmured honeyed words while I glanced through the wine list. I think it more likely than not that she got a commission on every order I gave. I was told that she was a professional dancing

  partner when it suited her book, and that might mean anything. I admitted that it might—with Fanny. If you’d told me she cheated at cards and got away with it, I’d believe you;

  if you told me she’d done time for shoplifting I’d hesitate—but only because I couldn’t see Fanny getting caught. She, who lived so dangerously, was in her conversation the

  soul of discretion. I never knew when a personality was repeated to her, if she had heard the story before; sometimes I was almost certain that she had lovers, could identify them when I came face

  to face with them, but Fanny never gave me a chance to verify my suspicions. I was in love with her—I realized that and was exasperated by the truth. I’d thought vaguely about marriage,

  and had intended to find some homely woman of about forty, with domestic tastes. I’d had enough rovering and adventuring for the whole of my life, I thought. But the truth is, you can’t

  live the kind of existence I had—and Fanny had—for years and then drop tamely into a hole and stop there till you die. Once the machinery has been wound up it goes on, and there’s

  no way of stopping it. Not that I supposed that I need bother much about Fanny. The wretched machine could strut and posture for the rest of its days without her turning to look at it, if she so

  designed. Because there was Fanny’s strength; she was one of the few people I’ve ever known who do give the impression that they can circumvent fate. I didn’t realize then that

  it might also be her overwhelming weakness.




  I had had, too, an opportunity of realizing exactly how reliable she was professionally. One evening we walked down Rochester Row, where the dark shops showed patches of light in their windows

  and were bulwarks of gloom above them. A prim rose-colored sky framed the roofs, giving an eerie quality even to the passing traffic. Fanny, who was not susceptible to natural beauty, talked warmly

  of this and that, her own vivid charm more brilliant than the shop-fronts. At one window she paused.




  “They have rather nice things here sometimes,” she said. They had something rather nice that afternoon— a pair of jade bracelets of ancient Chinese work. I pressed my nose

  against the pane.




  “Genuine?” I asked.




  Fanny shrugged.




  “You can’t tell with the glass between us.”




  “Let’s go in.”




  So we did, and a tall, shadowy creature emerged and took the bracelets out of the window and put them before us almost without speech. We took one apiece and examined them. The man watched us,

  impersonal as fate.




  “They’re very fine,” I murmured, looking sideways at Fanny.




  Fanny behaved as though she were alone. I don’t know what tests she applied, but after about eight minutes she said to the man, “Very clever, aren’t they? But not the real

  article.”




  A smile, unwilling, admiring, crossed that parchment face.




  “Very clever,” he agreed, “but as you say, not genuine.”




  All Fanny’s interest evaporated. She laid them down. “I’m ready, Simon.”




  I gathered up my gloves to follow her out of the shop. At the counter I paused.




  “Are there many of those things going about?” I asked.




  “Identical with these?” The fellow picked up the bracelets and began to put them back in a case. “I doubt it. They have to be done by hand. If they’re not genuine,

  they’re quite valuable.”




  “But not comparable with the real thing?”




  “As you say, sir. . . .” He turned to the window. All his interest was for Fanny.




  “You know a lot,” I said a little enviously to Fanny, joining her on the pavement. “I might have been taken in.”




  “It’s my job,” said Fanny, carelessly. The yellow glow had faded out of the sky; the street was pleasantly dark and unpeopled. I asked Fanny what she’d like to do. She

  said, “See Nervo and Knox at the Palladium.” So we did, and the Four Ginger Brothers, and then went on to that place in Dean Street where you get such good food so cheap, and can dance

  without having to change. Fanny didn’t mention the bracelets again all the evening.




  I found myself as perplexed at the end of my meditation as at its start. Even if Lal were proved right I would have backed Fanny against the world; she could have my last word and my last

  penny. She was a minx and a witch and an enchantment. She’d got into my bones as sunlight does, and I knew she’d never get out. While, so far as I was concerned, she probably only

  remembered my existence when I was actually with her.




  I traveled down with two other members of the Plenders house-party—Norman Bridie, the photographer I spoke of, a compelling fellow, a bit under thirty, I judged, with a dark, clean-shaven

  face, a big, an unforgettable nose with a high, arrogant bridge, and a reckless slash of a mouth. He had dark eyes set very deep in their sockets, and black hair growing abruptly off a high

  forehead. You might as well think of reading Sanscrit without special knowledge as try to imagine what went on in that man’s secret mind.




  The girl with him was dark, too, small and pale, with a curious steadfastness of gaze that redeemed her face from mediocrity. She seemed to me very young, though I heard afterwards that she was

  six-and-twenty. It was clear that she was in love with Bridie, but like Fanny you couldn’t guess how he felt about it.




  “You seen the place before?” Bridie asked me. “Oh, it’s worth seeing. A show place. I’m down for more or less professional reasons. Rubenstein’s given me

  permission to do some color photography in the gallery. I’ve been itching for the chance for months.”




  The girl, whose name was Rose Paget, said unexpectedly, “I don’t like that gallery. I’m glad it’s Mr. Rubenstein who has to live with those figures, and not me. I’d

  be afraid.”




  “They’re only wax,” said Bridie.




  “They’re almost alive in some lights.” She turned to me. “He’s had wax models made for nearly all the robes, bridal and official and burial, and they stand about in

  groups. They watch you; they resent you.” She shivered. “Do you remember a story by Mr. Chesterton about a man who disappeared, and he had a mechanical servant and people thought the

  servant had destroyed him? I always remember that when I’m in the gallery, as if at any minute a whole horde of people from another age and civilization, hating us for making them a show,

  would come sweeping down on us.”




  “Your imagination does you credit, Rose,” said Bridie dryly.




  “You don’t feel it, I know. But Lal hates it too. You need to be a professional of some kind, I suppose, to appreciate the place. I wouldn’t go up there alone for anything you

  could offer me.”




  “And you think they’re going to be particularly irate with me because I dare to photograph them, and later exhibit them? Well, I hope you’re wrong.” He laughed and

  offered her a cigarette. She smiled as she took it, but I saw that her eyes were still very grave.




  Plenders was an old Tudor Manor that Rubenstein’s money had converted into something resembling a comfortable country house; in the summer he spent a good deal of time here, and Lal at

  one time had entertained her friends in the great hall and the enormous double drawing-room with its paneled walls and parquet flooring; but she had taken one of her whims that the place was

  depressing and she visited it with increasing reluctance. Now and again Rubenstein went down without her, but not often. A garrulous woman by nature, she couldn’t understand a temperament

  that required solitude as humanity requires air and for the same reason—to preserve itself from death by suffocation—and she instantly suspected some intrigue. Her suspicions were

  always so baseless that no man of Rubenstein’s intelligence could take them anything but lightly, and so her marriage, that with any other man might have crashed years ago, was preserved very

  little the worse for the storms her insane jealousy created.




  As we reached the door I was conscious of a sudden feeling of faintness. I heard a man’s voice say “Fanny,” and Fanny’s voice replying—cool, crisp and untroubled.

  In view of Lal’s obsession I hadn’t anticipated finding her here, and I hurried forward eagerly. Her companion was a tall young man with a mop of curling yellow hair, rather long above

  his ears, and a pleasant, cheerful face. I heard afterwards that he’d been in the war, but like Rose Paget, he looked considerably younger than actually he was.




  “I didn’t expect to find you here,” I remarked rather tactlessly to Fanny.




  “I’ve come professionally,” said Fanny, giving me her hand. “Like Norman. He’s come to photograph and I’ve come to admire.” She turned her head over her

  shoulder as Rubenstein left Rose Paget’s side and came towards us. “You’ve got a lot of new stuff, Sammy. I’m hungering to see it. It’s more than a year since I was

  down here.”




  “And it would be a hundred before she came again, if I had my way,” Lal confided to me, drawing me away from the group. “This is Sammy’s house and he invites whom he

  likes. But she won’t get into my flat in London and she needn’t think she will. Sammy has no sense about anything except Chinese art and antiques generally. He thinks she’s here

  because she cares for what he’s going to show her. She’s here for what she can get. And what she’s out for this time is Norman Bridie.”




  I looked at that young man as he stood frowning at his host, one tanned hand thrust into his pocket. He didn’t look the type that even a woman like Fanny can twist round her finger,

  however enticingly she might stretch it forth.




  “Not that he’s any permanent use to her,” Lal continued. “He hasn’t enough money or enough influence, but she’s got a bargain basement mind, that girl. Sees

  something going that somebody else wants and she pounces. She knows that Rose Paget is practically engaged to Norman. If she kept out of the way they’d probably settle things this week-end.

  But that would spoil her fun. Norman’s rather run after at the moment, so she’s determined to be the fastest bitch of the pack. I suppose you saw the photographs he did of her. Sheer

  publicity, that’s all it was. Miss Fanny Price in a veil and a wreath of spring flowers leaning back against a crystal hoop. One thing, she’ll have to mind her step with Graham about.

  That’s a man who doesn’t like to share his dinner with any one else.”




  Her racy vulgarity jarred at such a moment. I could not but observe the sparkle and the intentness of Fanny’s manner as Bridie came to meet her. They were a striking couple, and it flashed

  through my mind that here perhaps was the one man I had so far encountered who might prove her master. That made me respect the fellow, but I didn’t like him the better for the idea.




  “Is Graham down here?” I exclaimed.




  “He asked himself,” said Rubenstein in a rather mournful voice behind my shoulder. “Naturally I couldn’t refuse. He really does love these things of mine, and if only

  they didn’t cost money he’d buy them himself. If he could steal them he’d jump at the chance, until he saw a reward offered and then he’d be torn in two as to his next

  move.”




  “You’re such a fool, Sammy,” cried his wife. “You credit everybody with the best motives. Graham is down here because Fanny is. She belongs to him, and he doesn’t

  mean her to go giving away his goods when he’s off the premises.”




  “One day you’ll land me in the courts on a terrific slander charge,” said Rubenstein good-naturedly. “Graham didn’t even know Fanny was going to be here. And they

  haven’t exchanged a dozen words since they arrived.”




  “Because she’s already started to vamp Rupert. She hasn’t met him before; he’s more powder and shot to her cannon. And now you’re here,” she added, turning

  to me, “she’ll have a really good week-end.”




  “Rupert Parkinson is Lal’s particular find,” Rubenstein explained. “He fell out of the blue. She thinks he’s perfection.”




  “You said yourself you didn’t want a better secretary,” flashed Lal.




  “Oh, he’s good enough,” Rubenstein agreed. “And he’s tactful. He knows when to be out of the way. But all Lal’s brooms sweep clean.” Rubenstein, who was

  really devoted to his stormy petrel of a wife, put an affectionate hand on her arm.




  “You wouldn’t have kept him nine months if you didn’t think him worth his salt,” she insisted, and he laughed and said, “Oh, he pulls his weight. A knowledgeable

  chap.” And then we all went up to discover our rooms and wash off some of the grime of the journey. When we came down we found servants lighting lamps and putting them about the hall.




  “Something’s gone wrong with the lights,” said Rubenstein irritably. “Rupert’s just telephoned to the village, but we can’t get a man up before morning.

  You’ll have to put up with country discomforts till then.”




  “They don’t mind working here on Sunday?” said Graham.




  “They’ll make a favor of it. Well, it’s a pity. We’d got the robe in place, and I wanted you to see the gallery tonight. But we must wait till tomorrow.”




  The wind dropped a bit during the evening, but the night grew raw and there were sharp spatters of rain flung against the windows. It reminded a man of all the evenings he’d ever been

  forced to spend out of doors, nights of open trench warfare, occasional nights in No Man’s Land, even nights at home, when, in unfamiliar country, the road missed, he crouched under the lee

  of a hedge until dawn. It was all the pleasanter to be sitting round the fire in warmth and the golden lamplight. Rose voiced what a number of us were feeling, by saying in low tones, “It

  must be awful to be sleeping on the Embankment on a night like this,” and she shivered.




  “It’s your own choice if you do,” said Norman Bridie, that hard, logical young man. “As for Christina Rossetti’s pilgrim, so for the down-and-outs, there are beds

  for all who come.”




  We played bridge that night. Fanny was uncannily brilliant; I began to find myself praying that she would lose. Lal partnered with me, and her attention was fixed so keenly on Fanny that she

  revoked twice and we went down to the tune of eight-and-sixpence. Bridie played with Fanny, and at the next table, Graham, Rubenstein, Parkinson and Rose Paget played a much faster and more

  accurate game. Saturday night ended pleasantly with the prospect of the Gallery the following day, and we woke to clear skies and pale sunlight. There was a faint misty haze over the flat

  countryside, and after breakfast Bridie and I and the two girls were driven out to play golf. Rubenstein obviously thought that our fever to behold the Gallery would be so frenzied that there would

  be no holding us in, and though his treasures could be seen by daylight, their beauty and the effect they produced was greatly enhanced by artificial light. That morning, walking over the Plenders

  golf course, partnered this time by Fanny, was my one unshadowed memory of that week-end. After lunch, Rubenstein gave us a chance to sleep off our meal and then he took us upstairs, with the air

  of a man approaching the Holy of Holies. So contagious was his mood that I almost expected to be asked to put on felt slippers over my shoes, as you do in the Potsdam palace to prevent the nails in

  your boots scratching the polished floors. When we actually saw the exhibition, however, I felt that any attitude he chose to adopt towards it was justified. It was more than impressive, it was, as

  Rose Paget had said, alarming. Most of the robes were exhibited on wax models but one or two hung on the walls. The very impassivity of those waxen figures, regardless of our presence, scornful of

  our civilization, created an indescribable effect. The spell worked on Rubenstein at once; he moved slowly among the groups, sinking into long periods of reverie; Bridie looked about him with a

  keen eye, noting positions and the disposal of the lights; Graham sneaked round like a vulture hoping for a corpse, perching as near as it dares, bending his bony head to read inscriptions or

  examine particular carvings or embroideries. Besides those disturbing models were showcases of ornaments and decorations, beautiful little carved daggers and knives, embroidered sashes and

  ceremonial belts. The colors made one gasp; they painted the air all about them. The Gallery itself was a long room running from back to front of the house; the front windows had been sealed and

  were now hidden by tapestry panels; at the farther end the windows opened on to the lawns that fell into separate terraces, like separate levels of water, meeting at length the tangled woodland

  and orchard, beneath whose lush greenness ran a hidden stream.




  I moved over and examined some of the cases. Suddenly to my surprise I saw a familiar pair of bracelets. “Here are the originals of our Rochester Row bangles,” I said over my

  shoulder to Fanny, who came to look.




  “Trust Sammy to have them,” she exclaimed. “You know, those were a pretty good copy.”




  “They deceived me,” I acknowledged frankly. “I envy you experts your certainties. I suppose Rubenstein is never wrong.”




  Fanny, the graceless, lifted up her voice and sang out, “Sammy, Simon wants to know if you’re ever wrong.”




  Rubenstein came abruptly out of his brown study. “If you can show me a single faked piece in my collection,” he said, “I’ll give you a thousand pounds.”




  Graham’s head came up with a jerk. “How you tempt the gods, my dear Rubenstein,” he said, with his queer sallow grin.




  Rubenstein was already ashamed of his impulsive wager. A certain Orientalism that as a rule he had kept well in hand was responsible for this momentary outbreak.




  “Oh, I’m not afraid of ending the week-end poorer than I started” he said.




  Fanny laid her hand on my arm. “Do look,” she whispered, her eyes bright with malicious amusement, “Graham’s going round like a dog turning out a dustbin in the forlorn

  hope of winning that thousand pounds.”




  And indeed, Graham, his color a little heightened, giving him an appearance of flushed parchment, his nose more aggressively pointed than ever, was hanging above every case and every drapery in

  the crazy hope of discovering some flaw.




  





  Chapter Three




  

        

          I do begin to have bloody thoughts.




          THE TEMPEST.


        


      


 



  LAL, who had followed us reluctantly, was the first to tire. She had sat down on an embroidered chair near the door, idly watching Bridie fix up his apparatus. Rose Paget, who

  knew about as much of this subject as she did of Bridie’s methods, was standing near him. The beauty and the mystery of her surroundings, robes and weapons embodying ceremonies thousands of

  years old, meant no more to her than if they had been a lot of fancy dresses from Selfridge’s. She kept her eyes on Bridie, and I saw a curious sympathy in Lal’s expression, as though

  she, too, found infinitely more value in the insignificant living than in the portentous and awe-inspiring dead.




  Lal caught my eye as Fanny went to see what Bridie was about. “I’m cold,” she said abruptly. “We needn’t all stay. Tea will be ready.” She opened the gallery

  door and I followed her out. No one else moved. Graham was still trying to earn his thousand pounds. Fanny and Rose both watched Bridie. Parkinson was downstairs attending to Rubenstein’s

  secretarial chores. After an instant’s hesitation I shut the door and we walked down together.




  Lal made no secret of her mood. She was fuming. “That—lady-dog!” she said. “It’s infamous. She means to have him, of course. Rose Paget’s nothing to

  her.”




  “And nor is Bridie,” I urged, for if there was any emotional stress between the two it wasn’t on Fanny’s side; or so I believed.




  Lal turned like a flash and laid a hand on my arm. “You’re right, Simon. You’re perfectly right. It’s Sammy she’s after and always has been. Catch Fanny being

  permanently interested in a poor man. Besides, he’s honest, and she couldn’t spell the word. She’ll hang about up there, coaxing Sammy to talk about his treasures till everybody

  comes away and they’ve got the gallery to themselves. She has to make her hay quickly, that young woman, so far as Sammy’s concerned. She knows that when we’re back in London she

  won’t have a chance of meeting him under his own roof.”




  I knew this mood; you couldn’t argue with it or laugh at it or reason. You had to wait for it to pass. I tried to make casual conversation as we came into the big hall that no amount of

  lighting could wholly relieve from a sense of heaviness. There were innumerable corners where men might be lying in hiding, and the heavy ancient beautiful furniture it had pleased Rubenstein to

  put here threw pools of shadow that had the actual effect of blotting out the overhanging lights.




  In a well-meant endeavor to turn Lal’s thoughts from her husband and Fanny, I commented on an old monkish settle that stood alongside the wall. It was deeply scarred by fire, and badly

  scratched, but the carving was superb.




  “Those old monasteries justified themselves,” I exclaimed. “They were homes of craftsmanship, as well as educational centers. Did you ever see anything more lovely than that

  panel?”




  “Oh, you needn’t try and ape Sammy,” cried Lal pettishly. “It’s just an old bench. It doesn’t become valuable because a lot of lousy monks once sat on it. I

  know Sammy thinks it does, and he thinks I’m a fool not to realize it. That’s one of the things he admires in Fanny. She always knows the right thing to say to him about the things he

  buys. I must say,” she looked round her at the magnificent proportions of the hall that had, naturally enough, a dwarfing effect on the tiny humans crouching over the fire, “when I

  married, I didn’t expect to furnish my house from a second-hand shop.”




  I laughed; I couldn’t help it. It was so typical of Lal to use that belittling expression of a place that Americans dashed to see as soon as they landed in the hope of picking up an

  antique that, without being so labeled, was really genuine.




  “Well, what else is it?” demanded Lal. “Yes, we’ll have tea, Benson. It’s absurd of the others to stay up there watching that young man. They’ll put him off

  his stroke.”




  “I doubt if any one could do that,” I assured her dryly.




  “Then they’ll simply make him even more conceited than he is. Oh, they’re impossible, all of them.”




  Fortunately, at that moment Parkinson put in an appearance and Lal turned at once to him.




  “Do fetch the others down, Rupert,” she said. “They’re walking round the Gallery as if it were one of those shrines where you gabble a prayer forty times and save

  yourself forty years’ purgatory. Sammy’s mad on this subject.”




  “I’ll get ’em,” said Parkinson, whose hands were full of papers, “I want to put these letters ready for Mr. Rubenstein to sign.”




  He disappeared into the library and Lal continued to malign Fanny.




  “She’s only here to spy,” she said. “You know, I shouldn’t be surprised if Scotland Yard has her fingerprints.”




  “You might give her credit for a little wit,” I suggested, and to my amazement Lal turned deathly white.




  “You mean, she’s too clever to be caught? That’s true, isn’t it?”




  “It’s only the clumsy who fail,” I reminded her. I had a sudden vision of Fanny sleeving diamond brooches, pouching tiepins, regarding the whole affair as a reckless and

  thrilling game; just as she’d pitch every penny she possessed and perhaps even herself into the bargain, on a single throw. But I couldn’t see her bungling so miserably that she would

  be hauled off to the basement and examined on suspicion.




  Our conversation was interrupted by the arrival of Rose Paget, Bridie and Graham.




  “I’m sorry,” Rose apologized. “It was terribly rude—but I didn’t notice the time . . . it was such a shock when Mr. Parkinson told us. We were so thrilled

  watching Norman.”




  Bridie was frowning. “I’m not altogether satisfied. I’d like to have another shot.” He crumpled up a piece of bread-and-butter and ate it without, I think, realizing what

  it was.




  “Why didn’t you bring Fanny with you?” asked Lal.




  “She was talking to Mr. Rubenstein,” said Rose innocently.




  Lal opened her mouth to speak, but at that moment Parkinson returned. He was a remarkable young man; in a couple of minutes the atmosphere was cool, witty and sparkling. I can’t remember

  that he spoke of anything but the weather, the local golf course, a concert on the radio scheduled for that evening; but at once it seemed ridiculous to fret about Fanny spending a few minutes

  alone with Rubenstein or even to imagine that she wanted to steal Bridie from the girl whose eyes could never leave him, if he only went as far as the fireplace to knock the ash off his

  cigarette.




  Fanny and Rubenstein didn’t come down to tea. The rest of us finished at our leisure and moved as the spirit inclined us. Lal said something incoherent and went away. Rose said, “I

  have to start so early in the morning; I think I’ll pack,” and for the first time I realized what this week-end had done for her. I stayed by the fireplace; Graham went inquisitively

  into the dining-room that opened off the hall, and began valuing its contents. Bridie went off without a word and Parkinson returned to the library. I had the hall to myself.




  I had been there some time, I think, reading fortunes in the coals and dreaming of Fanny, when I heard her voice ring out, low but unmistakable, from somewhere above me. There was a half-landing

  about a dozen stairs up from the hall, where was a deep window-seat and a window looking over the same view as could be had from the gallery. In the imperfect lighting of the place—for one of

  my memories of Plenders is of enormous rooms with little points of brilliance, powerless as candles to illumine those vast acres of gloom—it would be possible to pass up and down the stairs

  without realizing the presence of people in the alcove.




  Fanny said, “Those are my terms, Norman,” and he replied in his hard young voice, “I refuse to consider them, Fanny.”




  “Then it’s stalemate,” said Fanny.




  “Don’t think you’ve heard the last of this,” Norman assured her.




  There was the sound of feet on the stairs above the landing and then Lal rounded the corner.




  “They’re not in the gallery, either of them,” she reported, her breath almost failing her for rage. “I don’t know where they are. It’s horrible. In this

  house. . . .”




  “In Rubenstein’s place,” I told her, “I’d either get a legal separation or take a stick to you. You’re abominable, Lal. I don’t know where your husband

  is, but Fanny’s talking to young Bridie. You can see the points of their cigarettes.” I pointed upwards and she saw the twin glowing red tips through the shadows that thronged the

  house.




  “If you can’t have cake, eat bread-and-butter,” paraphrased Lal viciously. “Why don’t you do something about her yourself, Simon, since you’re resolved to be

  a victim? Rose, poor child, is crying her eyes out upstairs, and Norman Bridie hasn’t been able to string two words together all the afternoon. She’s playing for safety, of course.

  Graham’s her bread and butter and Graham’s a rich man. If you ask me, he only came down here this week-end to keep an eye on Fanny.”




  There was a sound from the dark landing above us, and Bridie came down to join us. I thought he looked a bit fine-drawn, like a man who’s just had a bad time and would die as soon as admit

  it. Fanny presumably went upstairs. We made the sort of three-cornered conversation that people do on such occasions and then Lal said something about Rose and disappeared, and Bridie and I were

  left together. I suppose the only interest we had in common was Fanny, and of her we couldn’t very well talk. After a minute Bridie wandered into the smoking-room that opened off one side of

  the hall, and I followed him.
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