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Foreword


I have been assured

that the story was actually retailed in London society by Baron Olsnitz, who was

Chancellor of the Austro-Hungarian Embassy at the Court of St. James’s under Count

Beust in the late ’60’s. He had occupied a minor post in Paris when the curtain

eventually fell on the moving drama in which two English brothers, a Marshal of

France and his lovely daughter played the leading roles. Its varying incidents were

so remarkable that they became for the moment the chief subject of conversation

around Early Victorian tea-tables.


My love for hunting about for old books in the

slummy quarters of any Continental city I happened to be visiting gave me the first

inkling of the story which I now desire to put on record. I was in Venice at the

time, and in a fusty old bookshop I picked up a small brochure which bore—to me—the

attractive title: Les carbonari d’hier et d’aujourd’hui. I knew nothing of

the author, whose name, Tinslo, suggested anonymity. When I started dipping into

my latest find I thought, at first, that I had merely got hold of an old-fashioned

sensational novel of the type since raised out of the commonplace by Adolphe Belot,

Gaboriau and our own modern writers of thrillers, for after a number of rather dreary

prefaces and introductions there was an account of one of the many conspiracies

directed against the life of Napoleon III by his former associates, the carbonari—a

secret society which was the source of constant anxiety, not to say terror, to the

police of both France and Italy during the best part of the nineteenth century.


It is safe to assert that not even in medieval

times, nor in the days of Imperial Rome, had there been so many attempts to get

rid of a reigning monarch by assassination than there were during the years that

Napoleon III was Emperor of the French. The full history of the various plots against

his life would fill half a dozen volumes. Some of them were briefly touched upon

in the brochure which I had picked up in the fusty old bookshop in Venice: so far,

I had learned nothing new; but presently I came on a longish account of what the

author termed: “La conjuration diabolique intentée contre la vie de l’Empereur

des Français en 1859 par un Lord Anglais,” and naturally I wondered who the

“Lord Anglais” might be, and how he came to be mixed up with French and Italian

conspirators.


The story, told in very simple language, was

to me extraordinarily interesting, more especially as it certainly bore the impress

of truth. My interest in it grew apace as I read through to the end. Here, indeed,

was material for a thrilling romance if only I could establish its veracity. In

order to do this I felt that the author’s anonymity must by some means or other

be pierced. But Tinslo was a hard nut to crack. It was obviously not a real name.

I tried reversing the letters, and when I got Olsnit thought I had drawn a blank.


As is often the case, it was by the merest chance

that I came on the solution of what I had come to regard as my pet literary mystery.

I was turning over the pages of an old Almanach de Gotha one day—I forget

what I was looking for at the time—when quite unconsciously I came on the part which

gave a list of the representatives of foreign Powers at the Court of St. James’s,

together with their staffs. The date of the Almanach was 1875. The Austro-Hungarian

Ambassador in London was Count Beust, and one of his secretaries was Baron Olsnitz.

The name arrested me immediately, but only in a vague way, until gradually it dawned

upon me that here was an inference which could not be ignored. The letters OLSNIT

danced before my eyes, and presently translated themselves into TINSLO, the anonymous

author of Les carbonari d’hier et d’aujourd’hui. Baron Olsnitz, attached

to the Austro-Hungarian Embassy in 1875, did probably occupy a minor post in Paris

in 1859. Equally probably he had inside knowledge of the subject with which he dealt

in his brochure, and was so fascinated by its thrilling incidents that he could

not resist the temptation to put pen to paper, but for obvious reasons he desired

to preserve his anonymity. I was determined now to get to the bottom of the whole

story, and to establish definitely, if possible, how much of it was truth and how

much fiction. It was not very difficult on my next visit to Vienna to get in touch

with the relatives and connections of Baron Olsnitz. Society in Austria has somehow,

since the War, become even smaller than it was before. Everybody of a certain set

seems to be connected more or less with everybody else. Anyway, it was the granddaughter

of a cousin of the Victorian diplomatist who was kind enough to put into my hands

the voluminous correspondence which her grandmother had kept up with the author

of Les Carbonari. The correspondence placed the authorship of the book beyond

a doubt. There was a whole packet of letters written by Baron Olsnitz from Paris,

where he held a minor diplomatic post before his appointment in London; in these

he relates at some length the various incidents connected with the drama of an amazing

conspiracy against the life of Napoleon III by the carbonari out of revenge

for his defection from their ranks. In those letters, too, he mentions names which

I am, unfortunately, not at liberty to use in my version of the drama, but which

revealed to me beyond a doubt the identity of the “Lord Anglais.”


I have no doubt that some of my older readers

will be as shrewd over this as I was, and not fail to recognise in the fictitious

names which I have chosen personages in Early Victorian society of whom they may

have heard their own parents speak.


The facts such as I have recounted are those

which Baron Olsnitz embodied in his book. The latter was printed privately and only

circulated among friends, chiefly in Vienna, with not more than half a dozen copies

among friends in London. These I imagine are no longer obtainable today. The letters

of the diplomatist to his cousin helped me to fill in the gaps left in the somewhat

sketchy account of the story in the book itself. The minor characters are for the

most part my own conception. The drama will speak for itself.


 


Emmuska Orczy









BOOK I


BROTHERS









Chapter 1


FEBRUARY 12TH 1854


The actual story had

its beginning in the early morning of the 12th day of February 1854, with a cab

stationed outside the gate of Wormwood Scrubs prison. Could any writer imagine anything

more drab or unromantic? The weather was atrocious, a regular London day, with fog

and drizzle intermixed, and the kind of atmosphere which penetrates through every

chink of door or window, making indoors as unpleasant as out of doors, and covering

every object with a coating of sticky grime.


Inside the prison, in a room adjoining the governor’s

sanctum, some ten or a dozen men were sitting that morning waiting for their discharge.

The room was narrow and dark with an odour in it of airlessness, gas and dust. The

walls had once been whitewashed, long ago apparently, for now they were of that

indescribable grey which comes from humidity and London fog. There was no furniture

in the room save a couple of benches set against the wall immediately facing a door

which bore the word “PRIVATE” in black lettering on a ground-glass panel. Two men

in uniform stood guard against this door.


The men sat on the benches in sullen silence,

some with bent backs and grimy hands clasped between their knees: others leaned

their heads against the dank wall. Their clothes, which had done service during

weeks and months of prison life, were in the last stage of dirt and dilapidation:

their shoes were down at heel, their feet bare inside their shoes.


From time to time from behind the door lettered

“PRIVATE” there came the murmur of voices: a jerky sentence or two: peremptory questions,

muttered answers, followed by silence. Then another phrase or two. A curt “Yes”

or “No,” and presently the sound of heavy footsteps on the flagged floor, whereupon

those who sat outside waiting pricked up their ears and straightened their backs,

raised their heads and listened until the word “Next” in a harsh, throaty voice

caused them all to sit up straight, alert and expectant, shuffling their feet, each

waiting to hear his number called hoping it would be his turn next. Nothing interesting

about any of these men: nothing to suggest past or future romance save in the case

of two of them—a middle-aged man and a youth not much more than a schoolboy. But

of these two more anon. They were just numbers like the others, all of them short-term

men who had served their time—two, six, nine months—for petty delinquencies. Nothing

adventurous or heroic. They were ready for discharge now, and sat here on the hard

benches awaiting their turn to be marched in through the door marked “PRIVATE,”

there to face the governor; then through to another room, where a weary, overworked

clerk would hand them over the trifling objects which they had possessed before

sentence was passed upon them, as well as the little bit of money they had earned

by doing extra work. Finally, they would meet the prison chaplain to whose final

admonitions and advice they would either listen or not according to their mood.

And that would be the end. They would be escorted to the gate and let out into the

outside world, free men once more. Ah, well!!


On the whole, prison life had not been so bad.

Wormwood Scrubs, though not deserving the reputation of “luxury prison” enjoyed

by newly built Millbank, was nevertheless more habitable, more human than some of

those awful provincial jails some of them had known, filthy, overcrowded, where

delinquents were underfed and at the mercy of spiteful often cruel warders. Here

at least the humanitarian influences brought to bear on the Government by Mrs. Fry

and Mr. Neild had left their mark. Though they had slept on plank beds they had

not been herded together like cattle. Food had often been unpalatable, but it was

always sufficient. Separate cells was the general rule, and work was carried on

in common and in silence. Not so bad after all.


By nine o’clock of that dull and dreary morning

ten of the men had filed past the governor, the clerk and the prison chaplain. Now

there were only those two left in the waiting room: the one just past the prime

of life, with dark, wavy hair slightly streaked with grey, black moustache and short

imperial—a distinguished-looking man of a distinctly foreign type, handsome too,

save for an obvious air of dissipation in the sunken eyes and of too much good living,

an air which the solitude and silence of prison life had not altogether effaced.

The other was only a boy, not more than nineteen or perhaps twenty years of age,

with nothing subtle in the expression of his face, and too young for signs of dissipation

in the eyes which glowered like those of a naughty dog recently tamed by whipping.

Just a sulky, obstinate youth in fact, with beetling brows behind which stirred

thoughts of getting even with the world which had mishandled him.


Silence had been rigorously enforced while the

room was full, now that there were only these two left the rule was apparently slackened,

for the uniformed men at the door were themselves carrying on a whispered conversation

together, seemingly taking no notice of those two left behind on the bench. The

older man turned to his young companion and remarked abruptly:


“I wonder why it is that just you and I are

left to the last.”


Then as the boy offered no response, he stretched

out his long legs, buried his hands in the pockets of his trousers and fell to contemplating

his co-partner in misfortune with a puzzled, slightly mocking glance. The boy was

a born gentleman: that, of course, was obvious. He himself might not be a great

psychologist, but he had lived a great number of years in England, and in England,

more so perhaps than in any other country in the world, there is a certain stamp

which is fixed almost from birth on a man and is never quite obliterated, neither

by dissipation nor misfortune, nor even by crime—the stamp of a gentleman. This

boy had no business to be here at all. A gentleman! in prison waiting for his discharge!

Bah! these English police officers were just a set of incompetent asses! He himself,

as far as that went, had no business to be here either. He had been a great fool

to skate on ice that was quite so thin and so get into the clutches of those egregious

blunderers who had no regard for a foreign nobleman of his rank and antecedents.

He, Comte de Villard de Plancy, Marshal of France, in an English jail! Tragedy or

farce, which was it? Ah, well, he would have to be more careful in the future, if

only for the sake of Carole.


After which Monsieur le Comte de Villard de

Plancy, Marshal of France, forgot for the moment his grievances against the English

police and turned his thoughts to his daughter Carole. She was so pretty. More than

pretty, really. Of the type that sent men mad. A stepping-stone for a man with ambition,

husband or father, who had little if any squeamishness. In this case—father. He

and Carole worshipped each other. So long as those women in the convent at Margate

did not betray his trust and did not let on to Carole that her beloved father was

doing time in Wormwood Scrubs, the girl would cling to him and continue to worship

him and be a help to him in his adventurous life. What were children made for if

not to help their parents in life and be their moral crutch in old age?


This boy now. Funny about him. A young scamp,

of course. But jail! At his age!! Previous minor convictions, of course, or he wouldn’t

be here. Tired his people out, no doubt, after getting him out of trouble more than

once. Ugly young devil, but of an ugliness that would please certain women. Breeding.

No squeamishness, no scruples. At enmity with the world and with his people, too,

because of this enforced stay in a prison cell…


“What did they put you in here for?” he asked

abruptly.


The boy turned glowering eyes on him.


“What’s that to you?” he countered.


“Nothing, my dear fellow. Nothing,” the other

replied airily. “Sympathy, I suppose. We are companions in misfortune and co-partners

in our estimate of the authorities at whose expense we have been ill-housed and

worse fed for so many weeks. I don’t mind telling you,” he went on, with a sweeping

gesture of the arm, “that these same authorities objected to friends of mine being

entertained in my house in a manner chosen by themselves. Any reasonable person

would suppose that it was no concern of anybody’s if one’s friends chose to entertain

themselves and each other with cards or dice. Wouldn’t you now?”


“I don’t know what you are talking about,” the

boy retorted sullenly.


“Ah? You are unsophisticated, you see, my young

friend, and while you are—what shall I say?—unwary, you will find that the world

will go on treating you as badly as it has done hitherto. And presently it will

mean not just Wormwood Scrubs, but Australia and a convict ship. Very unpleasant.

Very unpleasant indeed. I haven’t tried it, of course, but they tell me—”


“Oh, shut up!” the boy muttered; and deliberately

turned his back on his garrulous companion.


Monsieur le Comte was on the point of saying

something more but there was no time to carry on the conversation. The word “Next!”

rang out clearly from the inner sanctum. A number was called, and the next moment

Monsieur le Comte de Villard de Plancy, Marshal of France, was ready to pass through

the glass-panelled door. But just as he was rising from the bench he contrived to

whisper a few words in his fellow-sufferer’s ear:


“As soon as they give me back my things I will

find my card. The clerk will give it to you. If ever you have need of a friend—”


“Now, then, Number 237,” one of the uniformed

men called out peremptorily, “don’t keep the governor waiting.”


The boy was now alone. Silent, glowering, he

sat with long legs outstretched and head leaning against the wall, until he, in

his turn, heard the word “Next!” ring out from the inner room, and heard his number

called:


“Now, then, 238, look sharp, will you?”


Still silent and glowering, he faced the governor,

listened, or did not listen, to his admonitions and advice, and finally passed into

the outer office, where the weary clerk handed him his few belongings—a pocket-book,

a silver watch and chain, a clasp-knife, together with four shillings and sixpence

which he had earned by extra work during his detention. While he stowed these things

away inside his clothes, he saw a card fall out of his old pocket-book. It fluttered

to the ground and there it would have remained but that the clerk picked it up,

handed it to him, and said, not unkindly:


“Number 237 left that card for you. Better take

it. He seemed to have taken a liking to you, and he is a proper gentleman, let me

tell you, though he is a foreigner.”


The boy took the card and, without glancing

at it, stuffed it in the pocket of his trousers. Then, without as much as a “Thank

you” to the amiable clerk, he, too, passed out of the gloomy building, tramped under

escort across the yard and through the prison gate.









Chapter 2


OUTSIDE THE PRISON GATE


And all the while the

four-wheel cab remained standing outside the prison gate. It had been there for

over two hours, while the weather became more and more atrocious, the mist more

dense and the cold more intense. The drizzle was of the sort that defies mackintoshes

and rubber shoes and penetrates to the very bones and marrow of the unfortunate

pedestrian. The pavements and the roads were just a sea of mud made up of filth

and scraps of paper and miscellaneous dregs. The driver of the cab had gone to sleep

on the box. He had on a cape of American cloth and a covering to his hat of the

same material. In the brim of this the thin rain had made for itself a number of

channels, down which trickled rivulets of dirty water that found their way wherever

they shouldn’t, splashing first on the man’s nose, then down on his gnarled hands

from which the reins hung loosely, and thence to the box-seat and the interior of

the cab. A whip, made up of a short length of string on the end of a bit of wood,

dangled beside the driver. The old horse, with ears set back, was making vigorous

efforts by shakings and tossings to extract a last mouthful of damp corn out of

his half-empty nosebag.


Inside the cab the fare, a very young man, sat

with his face glued to the window, dimmed and blurred with moisture. His eyes were

riveted on the prison gate. They scrutinised the forms of each of the ten or dozen

men who tramped across the yard, stood for a moment at the gate till it swung round

on its hinges, and then passed through into the outer world and were lost in the

mist. Ten or a dozen. To the lonely watcher they had all looked alike with their

threadbare coats buttoned up to their chins, their battered hats or cloth caps pulled

down over their eyes, and their down-at-heel shoes squelching in the mud. All of

them, once the prison gate had swung to behind them, had paused for a minute or

two contemplating, as it were, the threshold of this new life which beckoned to

them in dirty, dreary, inhospitable London, and offered them freedom without prospect,

perhaps, of shelter, or promise of food.


The young man inside the cab had watched each

of these figures as they shuffled past him, had scanned them first with eagerness,

then with obvious disappointment depicted on his good-looking face. At one time

oppressed, perhaps, by airlessness inside the vehicle or in the desire to descry

the discharged prisoners more closely, he let down the window and peered out into

the fog. A tall man came through the gate just at that moment, a man who seemed

different to the others, who neither slouched nor shuffled but bore himself with

quite an air of swagger. He wore a silk hat at a jaunty angle over his crisp dark

hair, and an overcoat of irreproachable cut thrown back, displaying the well-worn

clothes that had stood the test of prison life, and had evidently been fashioned

by a London tailor. He certainly had a distinguished mien, and the watcher in the

four-wheeled cab could not help gazing on him with interest and surprise.


The other caught his eye, raised his hat with

an elegant flourish and, coming across the pavement, he said courteously, with an

unmistakable foreign accent:


“Excuse me, sir, but are you, perhaps, waiting

for your young brother?”


“I am, sir, but how did you—”


“How did I know? Because of the resemblance

between you. I have just been talking with him. He will be out in five minutes.”


He again raised his hat, passed on, and was

quickly lost to view. Lost to view, that is, to the weary watcher in the cab. All

he had done, however, was to walk on a few yards and presently to hail a passing

vehicle. He gave directions to the driver: “Keep that cab over there in sight. When

it moves off, follow it till I tell you to stop.”


But cabby was cautious. He had seen this distinguished

gentleman come out of the prison gate.


“Right you are, sir,” he said. “And that’ll

be three shillings for the first half-hour and—”


But Monsieur le Comte de Villard de Plancy had

silver in his pocket. With the air of a millionaire bestowing alms on an importunate

beggar, he put three shillings in the driver’s hand. He then glanced back in the

direction of the prison gate until he saw a tall, slim figure pass through and stand

by while the gate swung to behind it. Whereupon he stepped briskly into the cab.


 


 


A few minutes later

two young men were standing together on the pavement outside the prison gate. One

had just come out of jail, the other had been waiting for him in the cold and the

damp for over two hours. The greeting between them had been brief. There was an

eager call: “Mat!” on the one side, and a curt: “Hello, Mark!” on the other, followed

by an ungracious: “What have you come for?”


“To take you home, of course. I have a cab waiting.

Get in.”


They had a long drive before them, and for the

first ten minutes or so neither of them spoke. The cab went lumbering along; the

clip-clap of the nag’s hoofs on the mud-covered macadam and the rattle of the wheels

were the only sounds that disturbed the silence inside the ramshackle vehicle.


“Mother has been so excited these last few days,”

Mark ventured to say at last. “She made herself ill almost… counting the hours,

you know… And yesterday…”


He paused, suddenly feeling shy beside this

brother who said nothing, had not even looked round when Mark mentioned their mother.

Presently Mat put his head out of the window, and called to the driver:


“Stop at the next pub, cabby, will you?”


Quick as lightning Mark’s hand shot out and

gripped his brother’s arm.


“No, Mat, no!” he implored, in anxious protest.


But Mat just as quickly shook himself free.


“Shut up, will you!” he said, with something

like a snarl. “Don’t start preaching. I haven’t had a drink for two months.”


The driver pulled up and Mat was out before

Mark could stop him. They were outside the Running Footman in Maida Vale. Before

closing the door of the cab Mat said:


“Don’t wait. Tell them I’ll be round in half

an hour.”


He would have slammed the door to, only Mark’s

foot was in the way. The look of obstinacy deepened on his face.


“Go home, Mark,” he flashed out in uncontrollable

irritation, “and don’t interfere, or I won’t go home for hours, and then I’ll arrive

roaring drunk.”


After which he turned abruptly on his heel and

strode across the pavement to the public-house.


Mark hesitated for a moment or two. The alternative

was hard. He did not like to leave his brother alone in his present state of mind;

against that he knew Mat’s obstinacy, his wilfulness and sullen temper: knew that

he was quite capable of putting his final threat into execution. And there was their

mother waiting at home, sick with excitement and anxiety, and Sir Stewart capable

of any act of harshness if he saw Mat again in drink.


Mark saw his brother pass through the swing

doors into the bar. He gave a short, quick sigh of disappointment or resignation,

perhaps, and called to the driver:


“One-sixty-two Great Portland Street.” And settled

himself down for the rest of the long, weary drive home.









Chapter 3


SUCH A LITTLE FOOL


Mrs. Noreys occupied

two floors of a large corner house situated in Great Portland Street. Her apartment

consisted of five rooms: a drawing and dining room on the first floor and three

bedrooms on the second. The rooms were large, airy and very well furnished. Minnie

Noreys called these apartments her “slum” to which her hard-hearted brother-in-law

had relegated her after the selling up of her lovely “bijou residence” in Mayfair.


The house was kept by a Hungarian refugee named

Pichler and his English wife, kind-hearted, pleasant people with whom this story

has no concern personally: our only interest in them and their apartment-house is

because of its occupation by the widow of Captain Charles Noreys, who was the younger

brother of Sir Stewart Noreys of Kirkelee Towers, Perthshire and Château Goncelin

(Gironde), France. Captain Charles of the Blues had been known in London society

as Beau Noreys until his untimely death when still in the prime of life as the result

of an accident in the hunting-field. His two boys, Matthew and Mark, were then aged

eight and seven respectively. His widow had been an acknowledged Queen of Beauty

ever since as a débutante she first made her curtsy before Queen Victoria. Charles

was a man over forty when he married her. She was the sweetest-tempered, most amiable

little creature that ever addled a man’s brain, as pretty as a china doll and equally

brainless. Charles adored her.


Pleasure mad, she threw herself, as soon as

she was married, into a veritable whirlpool of gaiety. Balls, routs, race meetings,

opera, she missed none of them, and was always in the forefront of every kind of

fashionable entertainment with her name only just below those of duchesses and other

great leaders of society.


Unfortunately, the late Captain Charles had

found that the appellation “Beau Noreys,” though extremely flattering to his vanity,

was a costly honour to live up to. His expenses in connection with the crack cavalry

regiment in which a doting father had purchased a commission for him did not make

for thrift either, and there was his adorable little wife with her voracious appetite

for dresses, furs and jewellery which caused ever-recurring deficits to appear in

his budget. What could a fellow do? His perpetual demands on his elder brother’s

purse finally led to a quarrel between them; and the end of it all was that the

handsome Guards officer presently died, leaving that adorable wife of his, an income

which was little more than her accustomed expenditure on dress. The net personality

which he left did little more than pay his debts; but there was a marriage settlement

and this, together with a few lucky investments which he had effected recently on

his brother’s advice, brought up the income of his young widow to about five hundred

pounds a year. He made no provision for his boys, “trusting,” as he naïvely put

it in his will, “to their rich uncle to look after them.”


At first, Minnie, the sweet little creature,

could not bring it into her pretty head to believe that she could not enjoy life

on five hundred pounds a year at the same rate as she had done on five thousand.

The first year of mourning was all very well. Minnie spent it in deep black and

strict retirement with her two boys in a cottage put at her disposal by Sir Stewart

Noreys on his estate in Yorkshire. True that her bill at Jay’s for dresses, coats

and accessories amounted to more than her first year’s income; but then everyone

knows—or should know—that crêpe is expensive, and that sealskin is the only

fur suitable for a widow to wear. Against that the cottage was small, and Minnie

made three servants do the work of four, and sent her two boys daily in the pony-cart

to a small school close by. She had the run of Sir Stewart’s stables, carriages

and outdoor staff, which cost her nothing and helped to make life pleasant as well

as easy.


The trouble began in the second year and continued

to accumulate for the next ten. Sir Stewart was inclined at first to be generous.

He rather liked his empty-headed little sister-in-law with her fair curly hair and

pleading blue eyes. He himself had, as a young lieutenant of dragoons and while

the allied armies were still encamped in Paris after Waterloo, married a wealthy

French girl who, as time went on, developed the usual qualities of thrift, not to

say parsimony, peculiar to her race. And Minnie was so different—such a little fool,

but so attractive: of the soft, feminine, helpless type that invariably rouses every

chivalrous and protective instinct in a large-hearted man.


 


 


Sir Stewart had been

a widower for many years when his brother died leaving a mass of debts, a pretty

widow and two boys as a burden on his elder brother. The latter shouldered the burden

manfully. He paid for the boys’ education when it was time for them to go to public

schools, and he responded, time out of count, to his sister-in-law’s perpetual appeal

for funds; but the day came when he at last cried “Halt!” Debts and always debts!

Dressmakers’ bills, jewellers, furriers, an expensive house in London, and still

more expensive hotels abroad! But what put the crown on all these feminine delinquencies

and finally caused the old soldier to harden his heart against the pretty creature

with the appealing blue eyes, the clinging arms and fair curly hair was the fact

that, unbeknown to him, she had gradually sold the few sound investments which had

been saved from the wreck of Beau Noreys’s fortune, and, more heinous than all,

that she had withdrawn her boys from Harrow, and while she still received from their

uncle the high fees payable for them there, had sent them to a cheap grammar school,

somewhere near Reading. This she had been able to do during the year and a half

that Sir Stewart spent in France looking after the estate bequeathed to him by his

wife. When he returned, the discreditable manoeuvre leaked out. He was furious,

and from that hour cut off all supplies as far as the lady was concerned. The thought

of his nephews—the eldest one his heir—learning Latin and doing sums on the same

benches as the sons of grocers and candlestick-makers was a stunning blow to his

pride.


But there was worse to come.









Chapter 4


FAMILY JARS


It occurred six months

after Sir Stewart’s return from France. He found that a regular economic debacle

had taken place during his absence in the pretty Mayfair house in which his sister-in-law

had recently installed herself. The rent had not been paid, rates and taxes were

in arrear, there was a bill of sale on the furniture, and Jay’s and Packer’s held

judgment summonses against Mrs. Noreys. She, as inconsequent as ever, confessed

to her dear brother-in-law that she had been very foolish: that she had trusted

this, that and the other person who had misled her: that bank people and stock-brokers

were horrid people, out to deceive an ignorant, helpless widow who had no one to

stand up for her and to see that she was not being swindled. She had only bought

a few rags at Jay’s and nothing but a couple of bracelets from Packer’s, and she

really, really had meant to pay; but unfortunately Matthew had run into debt just

then, and of course she had to pay these up first.


Matthew, she was sorry to say, was rather wild.

He ran into debt quite frequently, just like his dear, dear father had done. He

was a regular Noreys. And the sweet little creature would have expanded this theme

of her eldest son being a regular Noreys had not the head of the family, with an

oath that nearly brought down the ceiling of the dainty Mayfair boudoir, stalked

out of the room and slammed the door to behind him.


The tangle of Minnie’s finances took weeks and

months on the part of Sir Stewart’s accountant to straighten out. It also made a

neat little hole in the old soldier’s fortune. Not that he couldn’t afford it, he

said over and over again to the fair delinquent, whose only argument was a flood

of tears. But he was no fool. She had already contrived to make serious inroads

into his income every year for the past ten years, and he was sick of it all. If

she again ran into debt she would have to take the consequences, which meant that

she would be sent to the Fleet, where inconsequent persons like herself were imprisoned

for debt, and where she would have to remain until he relented and discharged her

obligations; and that, he swore most solemnly, he would not do until she had been

kept in durance for at least six months.


Tears were no use after that. Sir Stewart meant

every word he said. He was an obstinate, hard-hearted old man, and the sweet creature

realised that she had gone just as far as she dared. Anyway, she had had a wholesome

fright, became gentle and submissive, ready to do anything, to retrench in every

way, to go about in rags, live in a slum and ride in omnibuses—anything—anything

to prove to her dear, kind, generous brother-in-law that she was innocent of all

this trouble: had only suffered from lack of guidance and unsophisticated trust

in those who knew how to prey on a weak and helpless woman like herself. But now

that he was here to aid and guide her, he must just say the word and he would find

her both willing and obedient.


Sir Stewart snorted. He was quite impervious

to blandishments by now. He had put the fear of God into Minnie Noreys and was determined

to keep her in this state of wholesome terror for the future. He used his influence,

which was great, to get his two nephews back in one of the important public schools,

and installed his sister-in-law in furnished apartments in Great Portland Street.

He arranged that Minnie, and the boys when they were home, should live there en

pension, and that the Pichlers should look to him for payment of board and lodging

for the family, but for nothing else. Dressed in sober black, her pretty face wet

with tears, Minnie took possession of the “slum” which in future was to be her home.

Her French maid had been dismissed, carriage and horses given up, oysters, caviar,

plovers’ eggs would no longer form part of the dainty lady’s daily fare. Fortunately,

Mrs. Pichler was a very good cook. She knew a number of excellent Hungarian dishes,

and was an adept at looking after her pretty lodger’s exquisite clothes. Minnie,

who was as resilient as an india-rubber ball, soon dried her tears and began to

look about her for a means of getting some sort of pleasure out of her new life.

She was still young, still very attractive, so her mirror told her; and if Stewart

went on being such a skinflint there would surely be others ready to help her to

get enjoyment out of life.


And all would have been well if it had not been

for Matthew. Matthew was a regular Noreys, in spite of anything his uncle might

say to the contrary. He was a regular thorn in his mother’s flesh. Debts would not

have mattered so much. No one knew better than Minnie how easily these were incurred.

But the boy would drink more than was good for him. Already at school he would break

bounds and spend evening after evening at the local public-house, drinking and betting.

And of course at college, to which the boys were presently sent by their long-suffering

uncle, matters grew from bad to worse. Twice when under the influence of drink Matthew

came in contact with the police. The magistrate on both occasions dismissed him

with a caution, the second time with a serious warning. The authorities, for the

sake of his uncle, a very distinguished soldier, and perhaps because of the position

the boy would be called upon to occupy one day, winked at the first offence; but

at the second sent the future Sir Matthew Noreys down. It was the beginning of term,

early in October. Mark refused to remain without his brother, and both the boys

suddenly arrived one fine morning at 162 Great Portland Street without giving any

previous warning to their mother. The Warden had certainly written to Mrs. Noreys

expressing his regret at being forced to take extreme measures with her eldest son,

and explaining the circumstances which led up to that course, but Minnie in her

usual harum-scarum way had thrown the letter aside with a sigh of impatience and

a vague mental registration that she supposed she would have to find some other

“college” to which she could send Matthew. It was extremely annoying, of course,

and very inconsiderate of the boy; but then, he was a regular Noreys, so what could

one expect? Lucky, indeed, that Sir Stewart happened to be deer-stalking or something

in Scotland or there would have been no end of rows and high words, which she abominated.


And in the meanwhile how in the world did a

poor, helpless widow set about to find out about “colleges”? Before she had come

to any decision, however, the two boys arrived. Inconsequent, as always, Minnie

welcomed them with open arms. She had suddenly come to the conclusion that she doted

on her sons, and that it had only been at their uncle’s cruel bidding that she had

ever allowed herself to be parted from them. Anyway, the dear lads should not go

back to school—or college—or whatever it was—anymore. Matthew was close on twenty-one

and Mark just a year younger. It was time that they lived at home and became a comfort

and a joy to their mother.


 


 


When Sir Stewart came

back from Scotland a few weeks later he found the two boys firmly established in

Great Portland Street and Minnie obstinate and rebellious at the bare suggestion

of parting from them again. She was not in debt at the moment, she said defiantly,

and could not be put in prison for loving her boys.


“You ought to be whipped for ruining their lives,”

Sir Stewart retorted in a regular fury.


“Now, dear, don’t be coarse,” the sweet creature

pleaded, with angelic meekness.


He had made enquiries at the university and

had heard of Matthew’s many delinquencies which had resulted in his being sent down.

Disobedience. Drunkenness. Interference with the police. His nephew! His heir! It

was maddening.


Lucky the magistrates had been lenient, or the

boy would be in jail!


“You wouldn’t like us all to be in prison, would

you?” Minnie queried, her blue eyes wide open, her lips quivering with a repressed

smile. “What would happen to poor Mark?”


“Mark is the only decent one among you. I—”


“Decent, my dear Stewart!” she broke

in, and raised her perfumed handkerchief to her pretty little nose. “I have never

done an indecent thing in my fife, as you well know. I was always a good wife to

poor Charles, and there has never been a word of scandal about me since his death.”


It is greatly to the credit of Sir Stewart Noreys

that he did not shake his sister-in-law after that, or slap her face. He did swear

more lustily than he had ever done before, and she appeared duly and pathetically

shocked at his violent language. Frankly, she did deserve a good shaking.


“You have always made fools of those boys, as

you did of Charles,” he muttered, after he had partly relieved his feelings by unparliamentary

invectives.


“Made fools of my boys!” she exclaimed, in a

tone of injured innocence and gentle reproach. “Whatever do you mean?”


“Out of one school into another. A cheap one

at that, where they learned nothing but bad manners and a Cockney twang. Dragging

them about in foreign hotels when they should have spent their holidays at home

playing an honest game of cricket—”


“How can you say such things, Stewart? I am

sure both Matthew and Mark—”


“And there you are!” he broke in irascibly.

“Matthew and Mark! Such ridiculous names to give my nephews. I suppose if you had

had two more sons you would have called them Luke and John.”


She raised her plump white hands in earnest

protest.


“I wouldn’t, dear, really, really. I don’t like

John for a boy, much less Luke, and—”


But she got no further this time, for Sir Stewart,

again using the one argument that gave him some sort of an advantage over his exasperating

sister-in-law, had stalked out of the room and slammed the door behind him.









Chapter 5


THE TRAGEDY


The tragedy occurred

soon after that.


During a street brawl, the origin of which always

remained somewhat obscure, Matthew Noreys came, for the third time, in conflict

with the police. But this time it was rather more serious. Not merely a case of

“interference,” but of knocking a policeman down. There was no question of leniency

this time: the magistrate passed sentence of three months’ imprisonment on the delinquent,

and warned him that next time it would be a case of hard labour.


Sir Stewart, exasperated beyond endurance, refused

to lift a finger to help. Minnie went down on her bended knees before him. She wept,

sobbed, and wrung her pretty hands.


“I couldn’t do anything,” was his stern reply,

“even if I wished. In England the law cannot be interfered with as it is in your

beloved foreign countries. The boy is going to jail. It will do him good. He may

thank his stars that he is just too old to get a flogging into the bargain.”


Minnie’s shrieks of horror at this inhuman suggestion

brought Mr. and Mrs. Pichler up from their basement to the drawing room floor. With

great difficulty was the distracted mother persuaded to allow herself to be put

to bed and there to remain until her nerves had recovered from the shock. This took

two days, during which she led her younger son Mark and the Pichler couple a veritable

hell of a life with her screaming, her caprices and lamentations. Sir Stewart very

wisely avoided Great Portland Street as he would a plague spot. He sent the stricken

lady word that urgent business recalled him to France, that he would be absent about

three months, and that he hoped she would be a more reasonable being when next he

would have the pleasure of calling on her. With absolute Scottish precision he arrived

in London from the Continent on the eve of the day when his nephew and heir presumptive,

Matthew Noreys, was due to receive his discharge from Wormwood Scrubs prison, and

nine o’clock the next morning saw him sitting rigid and cross-legged in front of

the drawing room fire at 162, Great Portland Street. Opposite to him sat his sister-in-law

Minnie, wan, tearful, reduced for once to comparative silence.


She had on a plain black dress with a jet necklace

and long earrings of the same, also a black comb in her fair hair: all of which

ornaments were exceedingly becoming. Now and then she sighed, a deep kind of double

sigh, and murmured:


“I wish they would come!”


Once she added: “This waiting is killing me.

I already have an awful headache.”


She really looked ill. Sir Stewart, who was

never as dour as he looked, was sincerely sorry for her. He remarked curtly: “Haven’t

you any sal volatile or something? Where is that Pichler woman?”


At every sound of cab-wheels rattling over the

cobbles Minnie gave a start, and her little face would become very pale and pathetic

in its tense expression of anxiety. On one occasion she remarked:


“Wasn’t it good of Mark to go and fetch his

brother?”


“I always maintained,” replied Sir Stewart,

“that Mark was a decent fellow.”


“I am only afraid,” said she, “that they will

both catch cold in this awful weather.”


After which remark it seemed, at any rate to

poor Minnie, that Sir Stewart’s attitude became more stern, more uncompromising

than ever before. To an impartial observer his face wore a determined expression;

but to the futile little woman he appeared just cruel.


Time went by leaden-footed, with those occasional

alarms when cab-wheels rattled down the street, drew nearer, very near, passed immediately

under the windows and then faded out of earshot into the mist. And suddenly the

ominous rattling came to a standstill under the windows, outside the front door.

Minnie’s pale face became set with excitement. Her blue eyes, very wide open, expressed

nothing but terror. Somehow she was frightened now. What of, and why, she didn’t

know, but she was frightened. So frightened that she could neither move nor scream.

Even the well of her tears seemed to have dried up in face of this anticipation

of she knew not what.


She heard the opening and shutting of the cab

door but no sound of voices. Then the slamming of the front door, and a light footstep

crossing the hall. One footstep… Mark’s. Where was Matthew? What had happened? She

turned her big enquiring eyes on Sir Stewart. He, too, she thought, appeared surprised

and listening to the one footstep. Anyway, he looked less stern, less cruel.


The next minute the problem was solved.


Mark came in alone. He had The Times

in his hand. Before the anxious query—”Matthew?” came to his mother’s lips, he blurted

out the good-natured lie which he had concocted in the cab.


“He will be here in half an hour,” he said glibly,

kissed his mother, and half turned to Sir Stewart. “Some formality or other he had

to go through. He asked me to drop him at the top of Maida Vale and not to wait

for him, as he thought you might be anxious.”


“You are sure he is all right?” Minnie insisted,

while the easy-flowing tears once more gathered in her eyes.


“Quite sure, mother,” the boy replied. He didn’t

look again at his uncle, who had made no comment on the equivocal story.


“There’s some breakfast for you on the dining

room table, darling,” Minnie said placidly. “You must be hungry.”


When Mark had gone, Sir Stewart picked up The

Times which Mark had brought in and put down. Somehow Minnie realised that it

would be wisest not to speak to him just yet. She reached for her work-basket and

took up her tatting. She was very fond of tatting, chiefly because the movements

of the shuttle set off the elegance of her hands, and did not spoil her fingers

as a needle was apt to do. But she felt restless. Vaguely anxious. She thought that

Mark had looked odd when first he entered the room. So she put her work down after

a time and went across to see if he was enjoying his breakfast.


“Well, mother,” he said. And again she thought

that he looked odd.


She sat down and watched him eat.


“It is all right about Matthew, isn’t it, Mark?”

she asked.


“Oh, quite all right, mother,” he replied; and

helped himself to more tea. “He’ll be here directly.”


Satisfied, she continued to watch him eat, thinking

how handsome he was, so much more like her than Matthew. What a pity he was not

the eldest. He would then be Stewart’s heir and, she was sure, a great comfort to

herself. Stewart liked him. He was “decent” and would be a credit to the whole family.

Ah, well!


Just then he rose and said: “I think, if you’ll

excuse me, mother, I’ll go and tidy up a bit.”


But when he had gone Minnie still stayed where

she was, silent for once and anxious.


Presently Mrs. Pichler came in, cleared the

table and tidied the room. “How many shall I lay for, for lunch?” she asked.


Minnie said: “For three, of course, Mrs. Pichler.

I don’t think Sir Stewart will stay, but Mr. Matthew will be here.”


Every three minutes or so she would look at

her watch. Never had half an hour appeared so long. Back she went into the drawing

room and took up her tatting again. Sir Stewart was still absorbed in The Times.


A whole hour went by. Mark had not come down

again. He, too, seemed restless. Minnie could hear him overhead pacing ceaselessly

up and down.


A whole hour! the longest Minnie Noreys had

ever lived through. Suddenly the front door was slammed to with a bang. Slow, heavy

footsteps crossed the hall, and mounted the first flight of steps. The second. Did

not halt on the landing, but went straight on, up to the next floor. Opening and

shutting of a door. Voices. The two brothers talking. Oh, if one could only hear

what they said! Minnie would not admit even to herself what it was that she feared.


Sir Stewart threw down The Times and

went out of the room. Minnie tried to stop him. “Stewart,” she said tremulously,

“you won’t—?” But he did not listen, and she heard him go upstairs.


The boys shared a room. Minnie heard her brother-in-law’s

voice, and presently Mark’s light footsteps running downstairs. He came in, went

straight across to his mother and kissed her.


“Don’t worry,” he said. “I think it will be

all right.”


“Your uncle is furious,” she remarked piteously.


Mark shrugged. Wasn’t that natural?


There was a moment’s silence between them. They

were both listening. All they could hear was the murmur of Sir Stewart’s voice,

slow and peremptory.


“Matthew isn’t…?” Minnie hardly dared to ask,

and her quivering lips refused to frame the words.


“No,” Mark hastened to reassure her, “only very

tired and sore.”









Chapter 6


HIS BROTHER’S SON


Matthew was lying on

his bed with eyes closed. His face was flushed, despite the cold fog and drizzle

that came wafted in through the open window; beads of perspiration stood out upon

his forehead and round the roots of his hair. He did not move when his uncle came

into the room.


Sir Stewart crossed over to the window and closed

it. He then turned to his nephew and said without any preamble:


“I have purchased a commission for you in the

Indian Transport Service. The General in command is an old friend of mine. I had

to tell him the truth. With that exception no one in the Service can at present

identify you with the Matthew Noreys who has just spent three months in jail. Your

unit sails on the fifteenth of next month. That gives you time to get your kit and

so on ready. Tomorrow I will present you to the General. You will receive your commission

from him. I will call for you here at eleven o’clock. I shall expect you to be more

sober than you are now.”


He walked over to the door, but before going

out of the room he turned once more to his nephew.


“My intention at one time was to send you over

to France to look after my property there. I was going to leave that property to

you together with the title. That now, of course, is out of the question. You are

no longer worthy of trust, nor should I, after what has happened, think of leaving

you a fortune to make ducks and drakes of, as your father did of his. Mine was bequeathed

to me by my wife. It is not a part of the estate settled on the title. That part

I cannot, unfortunately, alienate from you, any more than I can the title. They

must come to you after my death. Haply I shall be underground before you disgrace

our name.”


After that he went, closing the door behind

him. Once, on the landing, he was conscious of a giddy feeling and put out his hand

on the banisters to steady himself. The strain had been greater than he had anticipated.

It was the heartache and the disappointment that were so hard to bear. Matthew!

his brother’s son! the heir to one of the oldest baronetcies in England, to have

sunk so low! And he was entirely callous: had not moved a muscle or uttered one

sigh of repentance. Well, there it was! there was nothing to be done. Mark should

go to France, look after the property which he would inherit one day. Anyway, after

this both the boys would be finally withdrawn from the influence of that empty-headed

little fool, a criminal almost in the extent of her folly. One more interview with

her, more futile tears and silly protestations, but after that he need never see

her again. She had got on his nerves, and he felt that if he saw much more of her

he would get to hate her—be unkind, perhaps. He didn’t want to do that. She was

a fool, but she could not help being one. The good God had created her as she was.

He probably created women of that type so as to teach reasonable men to exercise

patience. Well! he was not going to let her see how deeply he had been affected

by Matthew’s conduct. He went over to the landing window. Leaning his arm against

it and his forehead against his arm, he stared out into the fog. It wouldn’t be

a bad thing to get away from this awful climate. France in the winter with Mark

to keep him company. Scotland and Kirkelee the rest of the year with his horses

and his dogs. Mark would turn out well. He was a decent affectionate kind of man,

straight-living and straight-thinking. But Matthew! Matthew was his heir, the future

bearer of an historic title! It was hard. Mechanically, Stewart Noreys took out

his handkerchief and wiped his forehead, which was damp, and his eyes, which were

wet. Yes, his eyes! There were tears in them! He, an old soldier, was weeping just

because a young blackguard had disappointed him. It was shameful. Thank God he was

alone! He blew his nose and thrust the handkerchief back in his pocket. Just as

he did so he heard a door close almost noiselessly behind him. He swung round quickly.

There was no one there. It couldn’t have been Matthew, for he was lying in a semi-drunken

sleep, and there was no one else. It must have been imagination. His nerves were

certainly on edge.


He went quickly downstairs. Minnie had that

eternal tatting in her hands. Mark had picked up The Times. Before Minnie

could frame one of her silly questions Sir Stewart said abruptly:


“I have told Matthew that I have purchased a

commission for him in the Indian Transport Service. His unit sails on the fifteenth

of next month. I am fetching him tomorrow to present him to the commanding officer.”


Minnie gave a gasp and dropped her shuttle.

Mark had jumped to his feet.


“Come along, Mark,” his uncle said, “I want

to talk to you.”


He went out of the room. Mark gave one glance

at his mother.


“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he whispered

to her; then added: “I wouldn’t worry Matthew just yet, mother. His temper is rather

queer, of course; but he’ll be all right when he has had some food and a good sleep.”


After which he followed his uncle down the stairs

and out of the house.


Minnie Noreys placidly resumed her tatting.









Chapter 7


THE WAY OF THE WORLD


Matthew might have been

tongue-tied, born a mute for all the words he said during the days that ensued.

Neither to his mother nor to Mark did he unburden his embittered soul, nor did he

give vent to his feelings of resentment and desire for revenge. When his uncle came

to call for him he followed him to the War Office in sullen silence, and received

his commission from the hands of his future commanding officer without a word of

thanks.


Sir Stewart, well aware of his nephew’s mood,

vaguely understanding it, perhaps, spared him admonitions and good advice. All he

said to him in the end was:


“Morter and Meyring, my tailors in Savile Row,

have my orders to supply you with everything you require in the way of uniforms

and clothes; so have Mackitt’s, my outfitters in the Arcade. They will send their

bills in to me. And I have opened an account for you at Cox’s with a hundred pounds.

That is all you will ever get from me while I live. After this you will have to

live on your pay, which is quite sufficient without allowing for extravagance.”


They parted without a handshake.


It was quite impossible to get behind the boy’s

obstinate sulkiness. Smothering a sigh partly of resignation and partly of real

heartache, Sir Stewart turned into his club. Matthew remained standing for a few

moments on the pavement in Pall Mall, watching the crowd hurry past him, all busy

seemingly, all probably with an aim in life, something to look forward to. To Matthew

most faces appeared eager, imbued with the joy of life. He hated the lot of them.

What right had all these people to be happy—more happy than he? Just because they

had had chances which he never had: a mother who wasn’t a fool, an uncle who was

not obtuse, a brother who was not a prig. Hateful, odious, hostile, all of them.

All except that wretched fellow standing there in the gutter drawing mournful sounds

out of a flageolet, his hands blue with cold, a drop of moisture in each eye and

one on the tip of his nose, and beside him a very thin, very muddy mongrel, who

had a small tin pot attached to his collar, inviting the passer-by. Matthew felt

a fellow-feeling for that man and his dog, a feeling which was strengthened by the

arrival on the spot of a buxom Italian wench, all furbelows and tambourine complete,

pushing a large barrel-organ before her, which she installed in the immediate neighbourhood

of the flageolet player. She proceeded to turn the handle of the noisy instrument

with great vigour of her plump arms, a rolling of her bright eyes and a display

of large white teeth, effectually drowning the mournful cadences of the tiny flageolet.


Matthew watched the little scene with a grin

on his face. That’s the way of the world, he thought: down with the underdog, with

the poor wretch in the gutter. Hateful, odious, hostile world! What chance had the

flageolet player against the buxom, noisy, aggressive organ-grinder? None. But the

flageolet player continued to draw scarce audible sounds out of his poor little

instrument, and presently a passer-by dropped a sixpence into the tin pot, while

a uniformed and much-bemedaled porter came out of the club and ordered the buxom

organ-grinder to move on.


Matthew gave a shrug.


Just then he happened to thrust his hand into

the outside pocket of his coat. From it he drew a card, all crumpled and dirty,

engraved with the name: “Le Comte de Villard de Plancy.” Below this the words

“Maréchal de France” and in the corner an address—“13A, Prince William’s

Gate.” Again he shrugged, and thrust the card back into his pocket. After which

he turned to walk in the direction of Savile Row.


His uncle had given him carte blanche

to get himself an outfit, and the boy in his present mood felt a grim satisfaction

in choosing lounge suits and dress suits, smart shirts, ties and socks, all at Sir

Stewart’s expense. It was all that he was going to get out of the old man, then

why not make the most of the opportunity? There was also a hundred pounds lying

to his credit at Cox’s. This he intended to withdraw as soon as his plans had matured.

In these plans, only half formed, in his mind, the Indian Transport Service held

no part. He had ordered no military kit or uniform at Messieurs Morter & Meyring.

Discipline and military service would not have appealed to him at any time, let

alone now in his mood of rebellion against all the world.


No! there was no thought in Matthew’s mind of

joining the Indian Transport Corps to which he had been gazetted, thanks to his

uncle’s influence. As a matter of fact, his plans, such as they were, centred round

the flashing personality of Monsieur le Comte de Villard de Plancy. There was a

vague desire in his mind to link up his own fallen fortunes with those of that intriguing

personage, who knew, apparently, how to combine the grand manner and a good address

in Town with a sojourn in Wormwood Scrubs. But in order to achieve this he felt

that he, too, must cut a dashing figure, must have smart clothes to fit every occasion.

So he ordered the suits and hats and shirts and shoes and what-nots, which when

they were delivered at 162, Great Portland Street caused Minnie Noreys to open wide

her blue eyes with astonishment, and Mark to frown in puzzlement and disapproval

at such extravagance.
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