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CHAPTER 1.

“’A lady to see you, sir’”

“A lady to see you, sir,” said Farris.

Desboro, lying on the sofa, glanced up over his book.

“A lady?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, who is she, Farris?”

“She refused her name, Mr. James.”

Desboro swung his legs to the carpet and sat up.

“What kind of lady is she?” he asked; “a perfect one, or the real thing?”

“I don’t know, sir. It’s hard to tell these days; one dresses like t’other.”

Desboro laid aside his book and arose leisurely.

“Where is she?”

“In the reception room, sir.”

“Did you ever before see her?”

“I don’t know, Mr. James—what with her veil and furs——”

“How did she come?”

“In one of Ransom’s hacks from the station. There’s a trunk outside, too.”

“What the devil——”

“Yes, sir. That’s what made me go to the door. Nobody rang. I heard the stompin’ and the noise; and I went out, and she just kind of walked in. Yes, sir.”

“Is the hack out there yet?”

“No, sir. Ransom’s man he left the trunk and drove off. I heard her tell him he could go.”

Desboro remained silent for a few moments, looking hard at the fireplace; then he tossed his cigarette onto the embers, dropped the amber mouthpiece into the pocket of his dinner jacket, dismissed Farris with a pleasant nod, and walked very slowly along the hall, as though in no haste to meet his visitor before he could come to some conclusion concerning her identity. For among all the women he had known, intimately or otherwise, he could remember very few reckless enough, or brainless enough, or sufficiently self-assured, to pay him an impromptu visit in the country at such an hour of the night.

The reception room, with its early Victorian furniture, appeared to be empty, at first glance; but the next instant he saw somebody in the curtained embrasure of a window—a shadowy figure which did not seem inclined to leave obscurity—the figure of a woman in veil and furs, her face half hidden in her muff.

He hesitated a second, then walked toward her; and she lifted her head.

“Elena!” he said, astonished.

“Are you angry, Jim?”

“What are you doing here?”

“I didn’t know what to do,” said Mrs. Clydesdale, wearily, “and it came over me all at once that I couldn’t stand him any longer.”

“What has he done?”

“Nothing. He’s just the same—never quite sober—always following me about, always under foot, always grinning—and buying sixteenth century enamels—and—I can’t stand it! I——” Her voice broke.

“Come into the library,” he said curtly.

She found her handkerchief, held it tightly against her eyes, and reached out toward him to be guided.

In the library fireplace a few embers were still alive. He laid a log across the coals and used the bellows until the flames started. After that he dusted his hands, lighted a cigarette, and stood for a moment watching the mounting blaze.

She had cast aside her furs and was resting on one elbow, twisting her handkerchief to rags between her gloved hands, and staring at the fire. One or two tears gathered and fell.

“He’ll divorce me now, won’t he?” she asked unsteadily.

“Why?”

“Because nobody would believe the truth—after this.”

She rested her pretty cheek against the cushion and gazed at the fire with wide eyes still tearfully brilliant.

“You have me on your hands,” she said. “What are you going to do with me?”

“Send you home.”

“You can’t. I’ve disgraced myself. Won’t you stand by me, Jim?”

“I can’t stand by you if I let you stay here.”

“Why not?”

“Because that would be destroying you.”

“Are you going to send me away?”

“Certainly.”

“Where are you going to send me?”

“Home.”

“Home!” she repeated, beginning to cry again. “Why do you call his house ‘home’? It’s no more my home than he is my husband——”

“He is your husband! What do you mean by talking this way?”

“He isn’t my husband. I told him I didn’t care for him when he asked me to marry him. He only grinned. It was a perfectly cold-blooded bargain. I didn’t sell him everything!”

“You married him.”

“Partly.”

“What!”

She flushed crimson.

“I sold him the right to call me his wife and to—to make me so if I ever came to—care for him. That was the bargain—if you’ve got to know. The clergy did their part——”

“Do you mean——”

“Yes!” she said, exasperated. “I mean that it is no marriage, in spite of law and clergy. And it never will be, because I hate him!”

Desboro looked at her in utter contempt.

“Do you know,” he said, “what a rotten thing you have done?”

“Rotten!”

“Do you think it admirable?”

“I didn’t sell myself wholesale. It might have been worse.”

“You are wrong. Nothing worse could have happened.”

“Then I don’t care what else happens to me,” she said, drawing off her gloves and unpinning her hat. “I shall not go back to him.”

“You can’t stay here.”

“I will,” she said excitedly. “I’m going to break with him—whether or not I can count on your loyalty to me——” Her voice broke childishly, and she bowed her head.

He caught his lip between his teeth for a moment. Then he said savagely:

“You ought not to have come here. There isn’t one single thing to excuse it. Besides, you have just reminded me of my loyalty to you. Can’t you understand that that includes your husband? Also, it isn’t in me to forget that I once asked you to be my wife. Do you think I’d let you stand for anything less after that? Do you think I’m going to blacken my own face? I never asked any other woman to marry me, and this settles it—I never will! You’ve finished yourself and your sex for me!”

She was crying now, her head in her hands, and the bronze-red hair dishevelled, sagging between her long, white fingers.

He remained aloof, knowing her, and always afraid of her and of himself together—a very deadly combination for mischief. And she remained bowed in the attitude of despair, her lithe young body shaken.

His was naturally a lightly irresponsible disposition, and it came very easily for him to console beauty in distress—or out of it, for that matter. Why he was now so fastidious with his conscience in regard to Mrs. Clydesdale he himself scarcely understood, except that he had once asked her to marry him; and that he knew her husband. These two facts seemed to keep him steady. Also, he rather liked her burly husband; and he had almost recovered from the very real pangs which had pierced him when she suddenly flung him over and married Clydesdale’s millions.

One of the logs had burned out. He rose to replace it with another. When he returned to the sofa, she looked up at him so pitifully that he bent over and caressed her hair. And she put one arm around his neck, crying, uncomforted.

“It won’t do,” he said; “it won’t do. And you know it won’t, don’t you? This whole business is dead wrong—dead rotten. But you mustn’t cry, do you hear? Don’t be frightened. If there’s trouble, I’ll stand by you, of course. Hush, dear, the house is full of servants. Loosen your arms, Elena! It isn’t a square deal to your husband—or to you, or even to me. Unless people have an even chance with me—men or women—there’s nothing dangerous about me. I never dealt with any man whose eyes were not wide open—nor with any woman, either. Cary’s are shut; yours are blinded.”

She sprang up and walked to the fire and stood there, her hands nervously clenching and unclenching.

“When I tell you that my eyes are wide open—that I don’t care what I do——”

“But your husband’s eyes are not open!”

“They ought to be. I left a note saying where I was going—that rather than be his wife I’d prefer to be your——”

“Stop! You don’t know what you’re talking about—you little idiot!” he broke out, furious. “The very words you use don’t mean anything to you—except that you’ve read them in some fool’s novel, or heard them on a degenerate stage——”

“My words will mean something to him, if I can make them!” she retorted hysterically, “—and if you really care for me——”

Through the throbbing silence Desboro seemed to see Clydesdale, bulky, partly sober, with his eternal grin and permanently-flushed skin, rambling about among his porcelains and enamels and jades and ivories, like a drugged elephant in a bric-a-brac shop. And yet, there had always been a certain kindly harmlessness and good nature about him that had always appealed to men.

He said, incredulously: “Did you write to him what you have just said to me?”

“Yes.”

“You actually left such a note for him?”

“Yes, I did.”

The silence lasted long enough for her to become uneasy. Again and again she lifted her tear-swollen face to look at him, where he stood before the fire, but he did not even glance at her; and at last she murmured his name, and he turned.

“I guess you’ve done for us both,” he said. “You’re probably right; nobody would believe the truth after this.”

She began to cry again silently.

He said: “You never gave your husband a chance. He was in love with you and you never gave him a chance. And you’re giving yourself none, now. And as for me”—he laughed unpleasantly—”well, I’ll leave it to you, Elena.”

“I—I thought—if I burned my bridges and came to you——”

“What did you think?”

“That you’d stand by me, Jim.”

“Have I any other choice?” he asked, with a laugh. “We seem to be a properly damned couple.”

“Do—do you care for any other woman?”

“No.”

“Then—then——”

“Oh, I am quite free to stand the consequences with you.”

“Will you?”

“Can we escape them?”

“You could.”

“I’m not in the habit of leaving a sinking ship,” he said curtly.

“Then—you will marry me—when——” She stopped short and turned very white. After a moment the doorbell rang again.

Desboro glanced at the clock, then shrugged.

“Wh—who is it?” she faltered.

“It’s probably somebody after you, Elena.”

“It can’t be. He wouldn’t come, would he?”

The bell sounded again.

“What are you going to do?” she breathed.

“Do? Let him in.”

“Who do you think it is?”

“Your husband, of course.”

“Then—why are you going to let him in?”

“To talk it over with him.”

“But—but I don’t know what he’ll do. I don’t know him, I tell you. What do I know about him—except that he’s big and red? How do I know what might be hidden behind that fixed grin of his?”

“Well, we’ll find out in a minute or two,” said Desboro coolly.

“Jim! You must stand by me now!”

“I’ve done it so far, haven’t I? You needn’t worry.”

“You won’t let him take me back! He can’t, can he?”

“Not if you refuse to go. But you won’t refuse—if he’s man enough to ask you to return.”

“But—suppose he won’t ask me to go back?”

“In that case I’ll stand for what you’ve done. I’ll marry you if he means to disgrace you. Now let’s see what he does mean.”

She caught his sleeve as he passed her, then let it go. The steady ringing of the bell was confusing and terrifying her, and she glanced about her like a trapped creature, listening to the distant jingling of chains and the click of bolts as Desboro undid the outer door.

Silence, then a far sound in the hall, footsteps coming nearer, nearer; and she dropped stiffly on the sofa as Desboro entered, followed by Cary Clydesdale in fur motor cap, coat and steaming goggles.

Desboro motioned her husband to a chair, but the man stood looking at his wife through his goggles, with a silly, fixed grin stamped on his features. Then he drew off the goggles and one fur gauntlet, fumbled in his overcoat, produced the crumpled note which she had left for him, laid it on the table between them, and sat down heavily, filling the leather armchair with his bulk. His bare red hand steamed. After a moment’s silence, he pointed at the note.

“Well,” she said, with an effort, “what of it! It’s true—what this letter says.”

“It isn’t true yet, is it?” asked Clydesdale simply.

“What do you mean?”

But Desboro understood him, and answered for her with a calm shake of his head. Then the wife understood, too, and the deep colour dyed her skin from throat to brow.

“Why do you come here—after reading that?” She pointed at the letter. “Didn’t you read it?”

Clydesdale passed his hand slowly over his perplexed eyes.

“I came to take you home. The car is here.”

“Didn’t you understand what I wrote? Isn’t it plain enough?” she demanded excitedly.

“No. You’d better get ready, Elena.”

“Is that as much of a man as you are—when I tell you I’d rather be Mr. Desboro’s——”

Something behind the fixed grin on her husband’s face made her hesitate and falter. Then he swung heavily around and looked at Desboro.

“How much are you in this, anyway?” he asked, still grinning.

“Do you expect an answer?”

“I think I’ll get one.”

“I think you won’t get one out of me.”

“Oh. So you’re at the bottom of it all, are you?”

“No doubt. A woman doesn’t do such a thing unpersuaded. If you don’t know enough to look after your own wife, there are plenty of men who’ll apply for the job—as I did.”

“You’re a very rotten scoundrel, aren’t you?” said Clydesdale, grinning.

“Oh, so-so.”

Clydesdale sat very still, his grin unchanged, and Desboro looked him over coolly.

“Now, what do you want to do? You and Mrs. Clydesdale can remain here to-night if you wish. There are plenty of bedrooms——”

Clydesdale rose, bulking huge and menacing in his furs; but Desboro, sitting on the edge of the table, continued to swing one foot gently, smiling at danger.

And Clydesdale hesitated, then veered around toward his wife, with the heavy movement of a perplexed and tortured bear.

“Get your furs on,” he said, in a dull voice.

“Do you wish me to go home?”

“Get your furs on!”

“Do you wish me to go home, Cary?”

“Yes. Good God! What do you suppose I came here for?”

She walked over to Desboro and held out her hand:

“No wonder women like you. Good-bye—and if I come again—may I remain?”

“Don’t come,” he said, smiling, and holding her coat for her.

Clydesdale strode forward, took the fur garment from Desboro’s hands, and held it open. His wife looked up at him, shrugged her shoulders, and suffered him to invest her with the coat.

After a moment Desboro said:

“Clydesdale, I am not your enemy. I wish you good luck.”

“You go to hell,” said Clydesdale thickly.

Mrs. Clydesdale moved toward the door, her husband on one side, Desboro on the other, and so, along the hall in silence, and out to the porch, where the glare of the acetylenes lighted up the frozen drive.

“It feels like rain,” observed Desboro. “Not a very gay outlook for Christmas. All the same, I wish you a happy one, Elena. And, really, I believe you could have it if you cared to.”

“Thank you, Jim. You have been mistakenly kind to me. I am afraid you will have to be crueller some day. Good-bye—till then.”

Clydesdale had descended to the drive and was conferring with the chauffeur. Now he turned and looked up at his wife. She went down the steps beside Desboro, and he nodded good-night. Clydesdale put her into the limousine and then got in after her.

A few moments later the red tail-lamp of the motor disappeared among the trees bordering the drive, and Desboro turned and walked back into the house.

“That,” he said aloud to himself, “settles the damned species for me! Let the next one look out for herself!”

He sauntered back into the library. The letter that she had left for her husband still lay on the table, apparently forgotten.

“A fine specimen of logic,” he said. “She doesn’t get on with him, so she decides to use Jim to jimmy the lock of wedlock! A white man can understand the Orientals better.”

He glanced at the clock, and decided that there was no sense in going to bed, so he composed himself on the haircloth sofa once more, lighted a cigarette, and began to read, coolly using the note she had left, as a bookmark.

It was dawn before he closed the book and went away to bathe and change his attire.

While breakfasting he glanced out and saw that it had begun to rain. A green Christmas for day after to-morrow! And, thinking of Christmas, he thought of a girl he knew who usually wore blue, and what sort of a gift he had better send her when he went to the city that morning.

But he didn’t go. He called up a jeweler and gave directions what to send and where to send it.

Then, listless, depressed, he idled about the great house, putting off instinctively the paramount issue—the necessary investigation of his finances. But he had evaded it too long to attempt it lightly now. It was only a question of days before he’d have to take up in deadly earnest the question of how to pay his debts. He knew it; and it made him yawn with disgust.

After luncheon he wrote a letter to one Jean Louis Nevers, a New York dealer in antiques, saying that he would drop in some day after Christmas to consult Mr. Nevers on a matter of private business.

And that is as far as he got with his very vague plan for paying off an accumulation of debts which, at last, were seriously annoying him.

The remainder of the day he spent tramping about the woods of Westchester with a pack of nondescript dogs belonging to him. He liked to walk in the rain; he liked his mongrels.

In the evening he resumed his attitude of unstudied elegance on the sofa, also his book, using Mrs. Clydesdale’s note again to mark his place.

Mrs. Quant ventured to knock, bringing some “magic drops,” which he smilingly refused. Farris announced dinner, and he dined as usual, surrounded by dogs and cats, all very cordial toward the master of Silverwood, who was unvaryingly so just and so kind to them.

After dinner he lighted a pipe, thought idly of the girl in blue, hoped she’d like his gift of aquamarines, and picked up his book again, yawning.

He had had about enough of Silverwood, and he was realising it. He had had more than enough of women, too.

The next day, riding one of his weedy hunters over Silverwood estate, he encountered the daughter of a neighbor, an old playmate of his when summer days were half a year long, and yesterdays immediately became embedded in the middle of the middle ages.

She was riding a fretful, handsome Kentucky three-year-old, and sitting nonchalantly to his exasperating and jiggling gait.

The girl was one Daisy Hammerton—the sort men call “square” and “white,” and a “good fellow”; but she was softly rounded and dark, and very feminine.

She bade him good morning in a friendly voice; and her voice and manner might well have been different, for Desboro had not behaved very civilly toward her or toward her family, or to any of his Westchester neighbors for that matter; and the rumours of his behaviour in New York were anything but pleasant to a young girl’s ears. So her cordiality was the more to her credit.

He made rather shame-faced inquiries about her and her parents, but she lightly put him at his ease, and they turned into the woods together on the old and unembarrassed terms of comradeship.

“Captain Herrendene is back. Did you know it?” she asked.

“Nice old bird,” commented Desboro. “I must look him up. Where did he come from—Luzon?”

“Yes. He wrote us. Why don’t you ask him up for the skating, Jim?”

“What skating?” said Desboro, with a laugh. “It will be a green Christmas, Daisy—it’s going to rain again. Besides,” he added, “I shan’t be here much longer.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

He reddened. “You always were the sweetest thing in Westchester. Fancy your being sorry that I’m going back to town when I’ve never once ridden over to see you as long as I’ve been here!”

She laughed. “We’ve known each other too long to let such things make any real difference. But you have been a trifle negligent.”

“Daisy, dear, I’m that way in everything. If anybody asked me to name the one person I would not neglect, I’d name you. But you see what happens—even to you! I don’t know—I don’t seem to have any character. I don’t know what’s the matter with me——”

“I’m afraid that you have no beliefs, Jim.”

“How can I have any when the world is so rotten after nineteen hundred years of Christianity?”

“I have not found it rotten.”

“No, because you live in a clean and wholesome circle.”

“Why don’t you, too? You can live where you please, can’t you?”

He laughed and waved his hand toward the horizon.

“You know what the Desboros have always been. You needn’t pretend you don’t. All Westchester has it in for us. But relief is in sight,” he added, with mock seriousness. “I’m the last of ‘em, and your children, Daisy, won’t have to endure the morally painful necessity of tolerating anybody of my name in the county.”

She smiled: “Jim, you could be so nice if you only would.”

“What! With no beliefs?”

“They’re so easily acquired.”

“Not in New York town, Daisy.”

“Perhaps not among the people you affect. But such people really count for so little—they are only a small but noisy section of a vast and quiet and wholesome community. And the noise and cynicism are both based on idleness, Jim. Nobody who is busy is destitute of beliefs. Nobody who is responsible can avoid ideals.”

“Quite right,” he said. “I am idle and irresponsible. But, Daisy, it’s as much part of me as are my legs and arms, and head and body. I am not stupid; I have plenty of mental resources; I am never bored; I enjoy my drift through life in an empty tub as much as the man who pulls furiously through it in a rowboat loaded with ambitions, ballasted with brightly moral resolves, and buffeted by the cross seas of duty and conscience. That’s rather neat, isn’t it?”

“You can’t drift safely very long without ballast,” said the girl, smiling.

“Watch me.”

She did not answer that she had been watching him for the last few years, or tell him how it had hurt her to hear his name linked with the gossip of fashionably vapid doings among idle and vapid people. For his had been an inheritance of ability and culture, and the leisure to develop both. Out of idleness and easy virtue had at last emerged three generations of Desboros full of energy and almost ruthless ability—his great-grandfather, grandfather and father—but he, the fourth generation, was throwing back into the melting pot all that his father and grandfathers had carried from it—even the material part of it. Land and fortune, were beginning to disappear, together with the sturdy mental and moral qualities of a race that had almost overcome its vicious origin under the vicious Stuarts. Only the physical stamina as yet seemed to remain intact; for Desboro was good to look upon.

“An odd thing happened the other night—or, rather, early in the morning,” she said. “We were awakened by a hammering at the door and a horn blowing—and guess who it was?”

“Not Gabriel—though you look immortally angelic to-day——”

“Thank you, Jim. No; it was Cary and Elena Clydesdale, saying that their car had broken down. What a ridiculous hour to be motoring! Elena was half dead with the cold, too. It seems they’d been to a party somewhere and were foolish enough to try to motor back to town. They stopped with us and took the noon train to town. Elena told me to give you her love; that’s what reminded me.”

“Give her mine when you see her,” he said pleasantly.

When he returned to his house he sat down with a notion of trying to bring order out of the chaos into which his affairs had tumbled. But the mere sight of his desk, choked with unanswered letters and unpaid bills, sickened him, and he threw himself on the sofa and picked up his book, determined to rid himself of Silverwood House and all its curious, astonishing and costly contents.

“Tell Riley to be on hand Monday,” he said to Mrs. Quant that evening. “I want the cases in the wing rooms and the stuff in the armoury cleaned up, because I expect a Mr. Nevers to come here and recatalogue the entire collection next week.”

“Will you be at home, Mr. James?” she asked anxiously.

“No. I’m going South, duck-shooting. See that Mr. Nevers is comfortable if he chooses to remain here; for it will take him a week or two to do his work in the armoury, I suppose. So you’ll have to start both furnaces to-morrow, and keep open fires going, or the man will freeze solid. You understand, don’t you?”

“Yes, sir. And if you are going away, Mr. James, I could pack a little bottle of ‘magic drops’——”

“By all means,” he said, with good-humoured resignation.

He spent the evening fussing over his guns and ammunition, determined to go to New York in the morning. But he didn’t; indecision had become a habit; he knew it, wondered a little at himself for his lack of decision.

He was deadly weary of Silverwood, but too lazy to leave; and it made him think of the laziest dog on record, who yelped all day because he had sat down on a tack and was too lazy to get up.

So it was not until the middle of Christmas week that Desboro summoned up sufficient energy to start for New York. And when at last he was on the train, he made up his mind that he wouldn’t return to Silverwood in a hurry.

But that plan was one of the mice-like plans men make so confidently under the eternal skies.


CHAPTER 2.

Desboro arrived in town on a late train. It was raining, so he drove to his rooms, exchanged his overcoat for a raincoat, and went out into the downpour again, undisturbed, disdaining an umbrella.

In a quarter of an hour’s vigorous walking he came to the celebrated antique shop of Louis Nevers, and entered, letting in a gust of wind and rain at his heels.

Everywhere in the semi-gloom of the place objects loomed mysteriously, their outlines lost in shadow except where, here and there, a gleam of wintry daylight touched a jewel or fell across some gilded god, lotus-throned, brooding alone.

When Desboro’s eyes became accustomed to the obscurity, he saw that there was armour there, complete suits, Spanish and Milanese, and an odd Morion or two; and there were jewels in old-time settings, tapestries, silver, ivories, Hispano-Moresque lustre, jades, crystals.

The subdued splendour of Chinese and Japanese armour, lacquered in turquoise, and scarlet and gold, glimmered on lay figures masked by grotesque helmets; an Ispahan rug, softly luminous, trailed across a table beside him, and on it lay a dead Sultan’s scimitar, curved like the new moon, its slim blade inset with magic characters, the hilt wrought as delicately as the folded frond of a fern, graceful, exquisite, gem-incrusted.

There were a few people about the shop, customers and clerks, moving shapes in the dull light. Presently a little old salesman wearing a skull cap approached him.

“Rainy weather for Christmas week, sir. Can I be of service?”

“Thanks,” said Desboro. “I came here by appointment on a matter of private business.”

“Certainly, sir. I think Miss Nevers is not engaged. Kindly give me your card and I will find out.”

“But I wish to see Mr. Nevers himself.”

“Mr. Nevers is dead, sir.”

“Oh! I didn’t know——”

“Yes, sir. Mr. Nevers died two years ago.” And, as Desboro remained silent and thoughtful: “Perhaps you might wish to see Miss Nevers? She has charge of everything now, including all our confidential affairs.”

“No doubt,” said Desboro pleasantly, “but this is an affair requiring personal judgment and expert advice——”

“I understand, sir. The gentlemen who came to see Mr. Nevers about matters requiring expert opinions now consult Miss Nevers personally.”

“Who is Miss Nevers?”

“His daughter, sir.” He added, with quaint pride: “The great jewelers of Fifth Avenue consult her; experts in our business often seek her advice. The Museum authorities have been pleased to speak highly of her monograph on Hurtado de Mendoza.”

Desboro hesitated for a moment, then gave his card to the old salesman, who trotted away with it down the unlighted vista of the shop.

The young man’s pleasantly indifferent glance rested on one object after another, not unintelligently, but without particular interest. Yet there were some very wonderful and very rare and beautiful things to be seen in the celebrated shop of the late Jean Louis Nevers.

So he stood, leaning on his walking stick, the upturned collar of his raincoat framing a face which was too colourless and worn for a man of his age; and presently the little old salesman came trotting back, the tassel on his neat silk cap bobbing with every step.

“Miss Nevers will be very glad to see you in her private office. This way, if you please, sir.”

Desboro followed to the rear of the long, dusky shop, turned to the left through two more rooms full of shadowy objects dimly discerned, then traversed a tiled passage to where electric lights burned over a doorway.

The old man opened the door; Desboro entered and found himself in a square picture gallery, lighted from above, and hung all around with dark velvet curtains to protect the pictures on sale. As he closed the door behind him a woman at a distant desk turned her head, but remained seated, pen poised, looking across the room at him as he advanced. Her black gown blended so deceptively with the hangings that at first he could distinguish only the white face and throat and hands against the shadows behind her.

“Will you kindly announce me to Miss Nevers?” he said, looking around for a chair.

“I am Miss Nevers.”

She closed the ledger in which she had been writing, laid aside her pen and rose. As she came forward he found himself looking at a tall girl, slim to thinness, except for the rounded oval of her face under a loose crown of yellow hair, from which a stray lock sagged untidily, curling across her cheek.

He thought: “A blue-stocking prodigy of learning, with her hair in a mess, and painted at that.” But he said politely, yet with that hint of idle amusement in his voice which often sounded through his speech with women:

“Are you the Miss Nevers who has taken over this antique business, and who writes monographs on Hurtado de Mendoza?”

“Yes.”

“You appear to be very young to succeed such a distinguished authority as your father, Miss Nevers.”

His observation did not seem to disturb her, nor did the faintest hint of mockery in his pleasant voice. She waited quietly for him to state his business.

He said: “I came here to ask somebody’s advice about engaging an expert to appraise and catalogue my collection.”

And even while he was speaking he was conscious that never before had he seen such a white skin and such red lips—if they were natural. And he began to think that they might be.

He said, noticing the bright lock astray on her cheek once more:

“I suppose that I may speak to you in confidence—just as I would have spoken to your father.”

She was still looking at him with the charm of youthful inquiry in her eyes.

“Certainly,” she said.

She glanced down at his card which still lay on her blotter, stood a moment with her hand resting on the desk, then indicated a chair at her elbow and seated herself.

He took the chair.

“I wrote you that I’d drop in sometime this week. The note was directed to your father. I did not know he was not living.”

“You are the Mr. Desboro who owns the collection of armour?” she asked.

“I am that James Philip Desboro who lives at Silverwood,” he said. “Evidently you have heard of the Desboro collection of arms and armour.”

“Everybody has, I think.”

He said, carelessly: “Museums, amateur collectors, and students know it, and I suppose most dealers in antiques have heard of it.”

“Yes, all of them, I believe.”

“My house,” he went on, “Silverwood, is in darkest Westchester, and my recent grandfather, who made the collection, built a wing to contain it. It’s there as he left it. My father made no additions to it. Nor,” he added, “have I. Now I want to ask you whether a lot of those things have not increased in value since my grandfather’s day?”

“No doubt.”

“And the collection is valuable?”

“I think it must be—very.”

“And to determine its value I ought to have an expert go there and catalogue it and appraise it?”

“Certainly.”

“Who? That’s what I’ve come here to find out.”

“Perhaps you might wish us to do it.”

“Is that still part of your business?”

“It is.”

“Well,” he said, after a moment’s thought, “I am going to sell the Desboro collection.”

“Oh, I’m sorry!” she exclaimed, under her breath; and looked up to find him surprised and beginning to be amused again.

“Your attitude is not very professional—for a dealer in antiques,” he said quizzically.

“I am something else, too, Mr. Desboro.” She had flushed a little, not responding to his lighter tone.

“I am very sure you are,” he said. “Those who really know about and care for such collections must feel sorry to see them dispersed.”

“I had hoped that the Museum might have the Desboro collection some day,” she said, in a low voice.

He said: “I am sorry it is not to be so,” and had the grace to redden a trifle.

She played with her pen, waiting for him to continue; and she was so young, and fresh, and pretty that he was in no hurry to finish. Besides, there was something about her face that had been interesting him—an expression which made him think sometimes that she was smiling, or on the verge of it. But the slightly upcurled corners of her mouth had been fashioned so by her Maker, or perhaps had become so from some inborn gaiety of heart, leaving a faint, sweet imprint on her lips.

To watch her was becoming a pleasure. He wondered what her smile might be like—all the while pretending an absent-minded air which cloaked his idle curiosity.

She waited, undisturbed, for him to come to some conclusion. And all the while he was thinking that her lips were perhaps just a trifle too full—that there was more of Aphrodite in her face than of any saint he remembered; but her figure was thin enough for any saint. Perhaps a course of banquets—perhaps a régime under a diet list warranted to improve——

“Did you ever see the Desboro collection, Miss Nevers?” he asked vaguely.

“No.”

“What expert will you send to catalogue and appraise it?”

“I could go.”

“You!” he said, surprised and smiling.

“That is my profession.”

“I knew, of course, that it was your father’s. But I never supposed that you——”

“Did you wish to have an appraisement made, Mr. Desboro?” she interrupted dryly.

“Why, yes, I suppose so. Otherwise, I wouldn’t know what to ask for anything.”

“Have you really decided to sell that superb collection?” she demanded.

“What else can I do?” he inquired gayly. “I suppose the Museum ought to have it, but I can’t afford to give it away or to keep it. In other words—and brutal ones—I need money.”

She said gravely: “I am sorry.”

And he knew she didn’t mean that she was sorry because he needed money, but because the Museum was not to have the arms, armour, jades, and ivories. Yet, somehow, her “I am sorry” sounded rather sweet to him.

For a while he sat silent, one knee crossed over the other, twisting the silver crook of his stick. From moment to moment she raised her eyes from the blotter to let them rest inquiringly on him, then went on tracing arabesques over her blotter with an inkless pen. One slender hand was bracketed on her hip, and he noticed the fingers, smooth and rounded as a child’s. Nor could he keep his eyes from her profile, with its delicate, short nose, ever so slightly arched, and its lips, just a trifle too sensuous—and that soft lock astray again against her cheek. No, her hair was not dyed, either. And it was as though she divined his thought, for she looked up suddenly from her blotter and he instantly gazed elsewhere, feeling guilty and impertinent—sentiments not often experienced by that young man.

“I’ll tell you what I’ll do, Miss Nevers,” he concluded, “I’ll write you a letter to my housekeeper, Mrs. Quant. Shall I? And you’ll go up and look over the collection and let me know what you think of it!”

“Do you not expect to be there?”

“Ought I to be?”

“I really can’t answer you, but it seems to me rather important that the owner of a collection should be present when the appraiser begins work.”

“The fact is,” he said, “I’m booked for a silly shooting trip. I’m supposed to start to-morrow.”

“Then perhaps you had better write the letter. My full name is Jacqueline Nevers—if you require it. You may use my desk.”

She rose; he thanked her, seated himself, and began a letter to Mrs. Quant, charging her to admit, entertain, and otherwise particularly cherish one Miss Jacqueline Nevers, and give her the keys to the armoury.

While he was busy, Jacqueline Nevers paced the room backward and forward, her pretty head thoughtfully bent, hands clasped behind her, moving leisurely, absorbed in her cogitations.

Desboro ended his letter and sat for a moment watching her until, happening to glance at him, she discovered his idleness.

“Have you finished?” she asked.

A trifle out of countenance he rose and explained that he had, and laid the letter on her blotter. Realising that she was expecting him to take his leave, he also realised that he didn’t want to. And he began to spar with Destiny for time.

“I suppose this matter will require several visits from you,” he inquired.

“Yes, several.”

“It takes some time to catalogue and appraise such a collection, doesn’t it?”

“Yes.”

She answered him very sweetly but impersonally, and there seemed to be in her brief replies no encouragement for him to linger. So he started to pick up his hat, thinking as fast as he could all the while; and his facile wits saved him at the last moment.

“Well, upon my word!” he exclaimed. “Do you know that you and I have not yet discussed terms?”

“We make our usual charges,” she said.

“And what are those?”

She explained briefly.

“That is for cataloguing and appraising only?”

“Yes.”

“And if you sell the collection?”

“We take our usual commission.”

“And you think you can sell it for me?”

“I’ll have to—won’t I?”

He laughed. “But can you?”

“Yes.”

As the curt affirmative fell from her lips, suddenly, under all her delicate, youthful charm, Desboro divined the note of hidden strength, the self-confidence of capability—oddly at variance with her allure of lovely immaturity. Yet he might have surmised it, for though her figure was that of a girl, her face, for all its soft, fresh beauty, was a woman’s, and already firmly moulded in noble lines which even the scarlet fulness of the lips could not deny. For if she had the mouth of Aphrodite, she had her brow, also.

He had not been able to make her smile, although the upcurled corners of her mouth seemed always to promise something. He wondered what her expression might be like when animated—even annoyed. And his idle curiosity led him on to the edges of impertinence.

“May I say something that I have in mind and not offend you?” he asked.

“Yes—if you wish.” She lifted her eyes.

“Do you think you are old enough and experienced enough to catalogue and appraise such an important collection as this one? I thought perhaps you might prefer not to take such a responsibility upon yourself, but would rather choose to employ some veteran expert.”

She was silent.

“Have I offended you?”

She walked slowly to the end of the room, turned, and, passing him a third time, looked up at him and laughed—a most enchanting little laugh—a revelation as delightful as it was unexpected.

“I believe you really want to do it yourself!” he exclaimed.

“Want to? I’m dying to! I don’t think there is anything in the world I had rather try!” she said, with a sudden flush and sparkle of recklessness that transfigured her. “Do you suppose anybody in my business would willingly miss the chance of personally handling such a transaction? Of course I want to. Not only because it would be a most creditable transaction for this house—not only because it would be a profitable business undertaking, but”—and the swift, engaging smile parted her lips once more—”in a way I feel as though my own ability had been questioned——”

“By me?” he protested. “Did I actually dare question your ability?”

“Something very like it. So, naturally, I would seize an opportunity to vindicate myself—if you offer it——”

“I do offer it,” he said.

“I accept.”

There was a moment’s indecisive silence. He picked up his hat and stick, lingering still; then:

“Good-bye, Miss Nevers. When are you going up to Silverwood?”

“To-morrow, if it is quite convenient.”

“Entirely. I may be there. Perhaps I can fix it—put off that shooting party for a day or two.”

“I hope so.”

“I hope so, too.”

He walked reluctantly toward the door, turned and came all the way back.

“Perhaps you had rather I remained away from Silverwood.”

“Why?”

“But, of course,” he said, “there is a nice old housekeeper there, and a lot of servants——”

She laughed. “Thank you very much, Mr. Desboro. It is very nice of you, but I had not considered that at all. Business women must disregard such conventions, if they’re to compete with men. I’d like you to be there, because I may have questions to ask.”

“Certainly—it’s very good of you. I—I’ll try to be there——”

“Because I might have some very important questions to ask you,” she repeated.

“Of course. I’ve got to be there. Haven’t I?”

“It might be better for your interests.”

“Then I’ll be there. Well, good-bye, Miss Nevers.”

“Good-bye, Mr. Desboro.”

“And thank you for undertaking it,” he said cordially.

“Thank you for asking me.”

“Oh, I’m—I’m really delighted. It’s most kind of you. Good-bye, Miss Nevers.”

“Good-bye, Mr. Desboro.”

He had to go that time; and he went still retaining a confused vision of blue eyes and vivid lips, and of a single lock of hair astray once more across a smooth, white cheek.

When he had gone, Jacqueline seated herself at her desk and picked up her pen. She remained so for a while, then emerged abruptly from a fit of abstraction and sorted some papers unnecessarily. When she had arranged them to her fancy, she rearranged them. Then the little Louis XVI desk interested her, and she examined the inset placques of flowered Sèvres in detail, as though the little desk of tulip, satinwood and walnut had not stood there since she was a child.

Later she noticed his card on her blotter; and, face framed in her hands, she studied it so long that the card became a glimmering white patch and vanished; and before her remote gaze his phantom grew out of space, seated there in the empty chair beside her—the loosened collar of his raincoat revealing to her the most attractive face of any man she had ever looked upon in her twenty-two years of life.

Toward evening the electric lamps were lighted in the shop; rain fell more heavily outside; few people entered. She was busy with ledgers and files of old catalogues recording auction sales, the name of the purchaser and the prices pencilled on the margins in her father’s curious handwriting. Also her card index aided her. Under the head of “Desboro” she was able to note what objects of interest or of art her father had bought for her recent visitor’s grandfather, and the prices paid—little, indeed, in those days, compared with what the same objects would now bring. And, continuing her search, she finally came upon an uncompleted catalogue of the Desboro collection. It was in manuscript—her father’s peculiar French chirography—neat and accurate as far as it went.

Everything bearing upon the Desboro collection she bundled together and strapped with rubber bands; then, one by one, the clerks and salesmen came to report to her before closing up. She locked the safe, shut her desk, and went out to the shop, where she remained until the shutters were clamped and the last salesman had bade her a cheery good night. Then, bolting the door and double-locking it, she went back along the passage and up the stairs, where she had the two upper floors to herself, and a cook and chambermaid to keep house for her.

In the gaslight of the upper apartment she seemed even more slender than by daylight—her eyes bluer, her lips more scarlet. She glanced into the mirror of her dresser as she passed, pausing to twist up the unruly lock that had defied her since childhood.

Everywhere in the room Christmas was still in evidence—a tiny tree, with frivolous, glittering things still twisted and suspended among the branches, calendars, sachets, handkerchiefs still gaily tied in ribbons, flowering shrubs swathed in tissue and bows of tulle—these from her salesmen, and she had carefully but pleasantly maintained the line of demarcation by presenting each with a gold piece.

But there were other gifts—gloves and stockings, and bon-bons, and books, from the friends who were girls when she too was a child at school; and a set of volumes from Cary Clydesdale whose collection of jades she was cataloguing. The volumes were very beautiful and expensive. The gift had surprised her.

Among her childhood friends was her social niche; the circumference of their circle the limits of her social environment. They came to her and she went to them; their pastimes and pleasures were hers; and if there was not, perhaps, among them her intellectual equal, she had not yet felt the need of such companionship, but had been satisfied to have them hold her as a good companion who otherwise possessed much strange and perhaps useless knowledge quite beyond their compass. And she was shyly content with her intellectual isolation.

So, amid these people, she had found a place prepared for her when she emerged from childhood. What lay outside of this circle she surmised with the intermittent curiosity of ignorance, or of a bystander who watches a pageant for a moment and hastens on, preoccupied with matters more familiar.

All young girls think of pleasures; she had thought of them always when the day’s task was ended, and she had sought them with all the ardour of youth, with a desire unwearied, and a thirst unquenched.

In her, mental and physical pleasure were wholesomely balanced; the keen delight of intellectual experience, the happiness of research and attainment, went hand in hand with a rather fastidious appetite for having the best time that circumstances permitted.

She danced when she had a chance, went to theatres and restaurants with her friends, bathed at Manhattan in summer, when gay parties were organised, and did the thousand innocent things that thousands of young business girls do whose lines are cast in the metropolis.

Since her father’s death she had been intensely lonely; only a desperate and steady application to business had pulled her through the first year without a breakdown.

The second year she rejoined her friends and went about again with them. Now, the third year since her father’s death was already dawning; and her last prayer as the old year died had been that the new one would bring her friends and happiness.

Seated before the wood fire in her bedroom, leisurely undressing, she thought of Desboro and the business that concerned him. He was so very good looking—in the out-world manner—the manner of those who dwelt outside her orbit.

She had not been very friendly with him at first. She had wanted to be; instinct counselled reserve, and she had listened—until the very last. He had a way of laughing at her in every word—in even an ordinary business conversation. She had been conscious all the while of his half-listless interest in her, of an idle curiosity, which, before it had grown offensive, had become friendly and at times almost boyish in its naïve self-disclosure. And it made her smile to remember how very long it took him to take his leave.

But—a man of that kind—a man of the out-world—with the something in his face that betrays shadows which she had never seen cast—and never would see—he was no boy. For in his face was the faint imprint of that pallid wisdom which warned. Women in his own world might ignore the warning; perhaps it did not menace them. But instinct told her that it might be different outside that world.

She nestled into her fire-warmed bath-robe and sat pensively fitting and refitting her bare feet into her slippers.

Men were odd; alike and unalike. Since her father’s death, she had had to be careful. Wealthy gentlemen, old and young, amateurs of armour, ivories, porcelains, jewels, all clients of her father, had sometimes sent for her too many times on too many pretexts; and sometimes their paternal manner toward her had made her uncomfortable. Desboro was of that same caste. Perhaps he was not like them otherwise.

When she had bathed and dressed, she dined alone, not having any invitation for the evening. After dinner she talked on the telephone to her little friend, Cynthia Lessler, whose late father’s business had been to set jewels and repair antique watches and clocks. Incidentally, he drank and chased his daughter about with a hatchet until she fled for good one evening, which afforded him an opportunity to drink himself very comfortably to death in six months.

“Hello, Cynthia!” called Jacqueline, softly.

“Hello! Is it you, Jacqueline, dear?”

“Yes. Don’t you want to come over and eat chocolates and gossip?”

“Can’t do it. I’m just starting for the hall.”

“I thought you’d finished rehearsing.”

“I’ve got to be on hand all the same. How are you, sweetness, anyway?”

“Blooming, my dear. I’m crazy to tell you about my good luck. I have a splendid commission with which to begin the new year.”

“Good for you! What is it?”

“I can’t tell you yet”—laughingly—”it’s confidential business——”

“Oh, I know. Some old, fat man wants you to catalogue his collection.”

“No! He isn’t fat, either. You are the limit, Cynthia!”

“All the same, look out for him,” retorted Cynthia. “I know man and his kind. Office experience is a liberal education; the theatre a post-graduate course. Are you coming to the dance to-morrow night?”

“Yes. I suppose the usual people will be there?”

“Some new ones. There’s an awfully good-looking newspaper man from Yonkers. He has a car in town, too.”

Something—some new and unaccustomed impatience—she did not understand exactly what—prompted Jacqueline to say scornfully:

“His name is Eddie, isn’t it?”

“No. Why do you ask?”

A sudden vision of Desboro, laughing at her under every word of an unsmiling and commonplace conversation, annoyed her.

“Oh, Cynthia, dear, every good-looking man we meet is usually named Ed and comes from places like Yonkers.”

Cynthia, slightly perplexed, said slangily that she didn’t “get” her; and Jacqueline admitted that she herself didn’t know what she had meant.

They gossiped for a while, then Cynthia ended:

“I’ll see you to-morrow night, won’t I? And listen, you little white mouse, I get what you mean by ‘Eddie’.”

“Do you?”

“Yes. Shall I see you at the dance?”

“Yes, and ‘Eddie,’ too. Good-bye.”

Jacqueline laughed again, then shivered slightly and hung up the receiver.

Back before her bedroom fire once more, Grenville’s volume on ancient armour across her knees, she turned the illuminated pages absently, and gazed into the flames. What she saw among them apparently did not amuse her, for after a while she frowned, shrugged her shoulders, and resumed her reading.

But the XV century knights, in their gilded or silvered harness, had Desboro’s lithe figure, and the lifted vizors of their helmets always disclosed his face. Shields emblazoned with quarterings, plumed armets, the golden morions, banner, pennon, embroidered surtout, and the brilliant trappings of battle horse and palfry, became only a confused blur of colour under her eyes, framing a face that looked back at her out of youthful eyes, marred by the shadow of a wisdom she knew about—alas—but did not know.

The man of whom she was thinking had walked back to the club through a driving rain, still under the fascination of the interview, still excited by its novelty and by her unusual beauty. He could not quite account for his exhilaration either, because, in New York, beauty is anything but unusual among the hundreds of thousands of young women who work for a living—for that is one of the seven wonders of the city—and it is the rule rather than the exception that, in this new race which is evolving itself out of an unknown amalgam, there is scarcely a young face in which some trace of it is not apparent at a glance.

Which is why, perhaps, he regarded his present exhilaration humorously, or meant to; perhaps why he chose to think of her as “Stray Lock,” instead of Miss Nevers, and why he repeated confidently to himself: “She’s thin as a Virgin by the ‘Master of the Death of Mary’.” And yet that haunting expression of her face—the sweetness of the lips upcurled at the corners—the surprising and lovely revelation of her laughter—these impressions persisted as he swung on through the rain, through the hurrying throngs just released from shops and great department stores, and onward up the wet and glimmering avenue to his destination, which was the Olympian Club.

In the cloak room there were men he knew, being divested of wet hats and coats; in reading room, card room, lounge, billiard hall, squash court, and gymnasium, men greeted him with that friendly punctiliousness which indicates popularity; from the splashed edge of the great swimming pool men hailed him; clerks and club servants saluted him smilingly as he sauntered about through the place, still driven into motion by an inexplicable and unaccustomed restlessness. Cairns discovered him coming out of the billiard room:

“Have a snifter?” he suggested affably. “I’ll find Ledyard and play you ‘nigger’ or ‘rabbit’ afterward, if you like.”

Desboro laid a hand on his friend’s shoulder:

“Jack, I’ve a business engagement at Silverwood to-morrow, and I believe I’d better go home to-night.”

“Heavens! You’ve just been there! And what about the shooting trip?”

“I can join you day after to-morrow.”

“Oh, come, Jim, are you going to spoil our card quartette on the train? Reggie Ledyard will kill you.”

“He might, at that,” said Desboro pleasantly. “But I’ve got to be at Silverwood to-morrow. It’s a matter of business, Jack.”

“You and business! Lord! The amazing alliance! What are you going to do—sell a few superannuated Westchester hens at auction? By heck! You’re a fake farmer and a pitiable piker, that’s what you are. And Stuyve Van Alstyne had a wire to-night that the ducks and geese are coming in to the guns by millions——”

“Go ahead and shoot ‘em, then! I’ll probably be along in time to pick up the game for you.”

“You won’t go with us?”

“Not to-morrow. A man can’t neglect his own business every day in the year.”

“Then you won’t be in Baltimore for the Assembly, and you won’t go to Georgia, and you won’t do a thing that you expected to. Oh, you’re the gay, quick-change artist! And don’t tell me it’s business, either,” he added suspiciously.

“I do tell you exactly that.”

“You mean to say that nothing except sheer, dry business keeps you here?”

The colour slowly settled under Desboro’s cheek bones:

“It’s a matter with enough serious business in it to keep me busy to-morrow——”

“Selecting pearls? In which show and which row does she cavort, dear friend—speaking in an exquisitely colloquial metaphor!”

Desboro shrugged: “I’ll play you a dozen games of rabbit before we dress for dinner. Come on, you suspicious sport!”

“Which show?” repeated Cairns obstinately. He did not mean it literally, footlight affairs being unfashionable. But Desboro’s easy popularity with women originated continual gossip, friendly and otherwise; and his name was often connected harmlessly with that of some attractive woman in his own class—like Mrs. Clydesdale, for instance—and sometimes with some pretty unknown in some class not specified. But the surmise was idle, and the gossip vague, and neither the one nor the other disturbed Desboro, who continued to saunter through life keeping his personal affairs pleasantly to himself.

He linked his arm in Cairns’s and guided him toward the billiard room. But there were no tables vacant for rabbit, which absurd game, being hard on the cloth, was limited to two decrepit pool tables.

So Cairns again suggested his celebrated “snifter,” and then the young men separated, Desboro to go across the street to his elaborate rooms and dress, already a little less interested in his business trip to Silverwood, already regretting the gay party bound South for two weeks of pleasure.

And when he had emerged from a cold shower which, with the exception of sleep, is the wisest counsellor in the world, now that he stood in fresh linen and evening dress on the threshold of another night, he began to wonder at his late exhilaration.

To him the approach of every night was always fraught with mysterious possibilities, and with a belief in Chance forever new. Adventure dawned with the electric lights; opportunity awoke with the evening whistles warning all labourers to rest. Opportunity for what? He did not know; he had not even surmised; but perhaps it was that something, that subtle, evanescent, volatile something for which the world itself waits instinctively, and has been waiting since the first day dawned. Maybe it is happiness for which the world has waited with patient instinct uneradicated; maybe it is death; and after all, the two may be inseparable.

Desboro, looking into the coals of a dying fire, heard the clock striking the hour. The night was before him—those strange hours in which anything could happen before another sun gilded the sky pinnacles of the earth.

Another hour sounded and found him listless, absent-eyed, still gazing into a dying fire.


CHAPTER 3.

At eleven o’clock the next morning Miss Nevers had not arrived at Silverwood.

It was still raining hard, the brown Westchester fields, the leafless trees, hedges, paths, roads, were soaked; pools stood in hollows with the dead grass awash; ditches brimmed, river and brook ran amber riot, and alder swamps widened into lakes.

The chances were now that she would not come at all. Desboro had met both morning trains, but she was not visible, and all the passengers had departed leaving him wandering alone along the dripping platform.

For a while he stood moodily on the village bridge beyond, listening to the noisy racket of the swollen brook; and after a little it occurred to him that there was laughter in the noises of the water, like the mirth of the gods mocking him.

“Laugh on, high ones!” he said. “I begin to believe myself the ass that I appear to you.”

Presently he wandered back to the station platform, where he idled about, playing with a stray and nondescript dog or two, and caressing the station-master’s cat; then, when he had about decided to get into his car and go home, it suddenly occurred to him that he might telephone to New York for information. And he did so, and learned that Miss Nevers had departed that morning on business, for a destination unknown, and would not return before evening.

Also, the station-master informed him that the morning express now deposited passengers at Silverwood Station, on request—an innovation of which he had not before heard; and this put him into excellent spirits.

“Aha!” he said to himself, considerably elated. “Perhaps I’m not such an ass as I appear. Let the high gods laugh!”

So he lighted a cigarette, played with the wastrel dogs some more, flattered the cat till she nearly rubbed her head off against his legs, took a small and solemn child onto his knee and presented it with a silver dollar, while its overburdened German mother publicly nourished another.

“You are really a remarkable child,” he gravely assured the infant on his knee. “You possess a most extraordinary mind!”—the child not having uttered a word or betrayed a vestige of human expression upon its slightly soiled features.

Presently the near whistle of the Connecticut Express brought him to his feet. He lifted the astonishingly gifted infant and walked out; and when the express rolled past and stopped, he set it on the day-coach platform beside its stolid parent, and waved to it an impressive adieu.

At the same moment, descending from the train, a tall young girl, in waterproofs, witnessed the proceedings, recognised Desboro, and smiled at the little ceremony taking place.

“Yours?” she inquired, as, hat off, hand extended, he came forward to welcome her—and the next moment blushed at her impulsive informality.

“Oh, all kids seem to be mine, somehow or other,” he said. “I’m awfully glad you came. I was afraid you wouldn’t.”

“Why?”

“Because I didn’t believe you really existed, for one thing. And then the weather——”

“Do you suppose mere weather could keep me from the Desboro collection? You have much to learn about me.”

“I’ll begin lessons at once,” he said gaily, “if you don’t mind giving them. Do you?”

She smiled non-committally, and looked around her at the departing vehicles.

“We have a limousine waiting for us behind the station,” he said. “It’s five muddy miles.”

“I had been wondering all the way up in the train just how I was to get to Silverwood——”

“You didn’t suppose I’d leave you to find your way, did you?”

“Business people don’t expect limousines,” she said, with an unmistakable accent that sounded priggish even to herself—so prim, indeed, that he laughed outright; and she finally laughed, too.

“This is very jolly, isn’t it?” he remarked, as they sped away through the rain.

She conceded that it was.

“It’s going to be a most delightful day,” he predicted.

She thought it was likely to be a busy day.

“And delightful, too,” he insisted politely.

“Why particularly delightful, Mr. Desboro?”

“I thought you were looking forward with keen pleasure to your work in the Desboro collection!”

She caught a latent glimmer of mischief in his eye, and remained silent, not yet quite certain that she liked this constant running fire of words that always seemed to conceal a hint of laughter at her expense.

Had they been longer acquainted, and on a different footing, she knew that whatever he said would have provoked a response in kind from her. But friendship is not usually born from a single business interview; nor is it born perfect, like a fairy ring, over night. And it was only last night, she made herself remember, that she first laid eyes on Desboro. Yet it seemed curious that whatever he said seemed to awaken in her its echo; and, though she knew it was an absurd idea, the idea persisted that she already began to understand this young man better than she had ever understood any other of his sex.

He was talking now at random, idly but agreeably, about nothing in particular. She, muffled in the fur robe, looked out through the limousine windows into the rain, and saw brown fields set with pools in every furrow, and squares of winter wheat, intensely green.

And now the silver birch woods, which had given the house its name, began to appear as outlying clumps across the hills; and in a few moments the car swung into a gateway under groves of solemnly-dripping Norway spruces, then up a wide avenue, lined with ranks of leafless, hardwood trees and thickets of laurel and rhododendron, and finally stopped before a house made of grayish-brown stone, in the rather inoffensive architecture of early eighteen hundred.

Mrs. Quant, in best bib and tucker, received them in the hallway, having been instructed by Desboro concerning her attitude toward the expected guest. But when she became aware of the slender youth of the girl, she forgot her sniffs and misgivings, and she waddled, and bobbed, and curtsied, overflowing with a desire to fondle, and cherish, and instruct, which only fear of Desboro choked off.

But as soon as Jacqueline had followed her to the room assigned, and had been divested of wet outer-clothing, and served with hot tea, Mrs. Quant became loquacious and confidential concerning her own personal ailments and sorrows, and the history and misfortunes of the Desboro family.

Jacqueline wished to decline the cup of tea, but Mrs. Quant insisted; and the girl yielded.

“Air you sure you feel well, Miss Nevers?” she asked anxiously.

“Why, of course.”

“Don’t be too sure,” said Mrs. Quant ominously. “Sometimes them that feels bestest is sickest. I’ve seen a sight of sickness in my day, dearie—typod, mostly. You ain’t never had typod, now, hev you?”

“Typhoid?”

“Yes’m, typod!”

“No, I never did.”

“Then you take an old woman’s advice, Miss Nevers, and don’t you go and git it!”

Jacqueline promised gravely; but Mrs. Quant was now fairly launched on her favourite topic.

“I’ve been forty-two years in this place—and Quant—my man—he was head farmer here when he was took. Typod, it was, dearie—and you won’t never git it if you’ll listen to me—and Quant, a man that never quarreled with his vittles, but he was for going off without ‘em that morning. Sez he, ‘Cassie, I don’t feel good this mornin’!’—and a piece of pie and a pork chop layin’ there onto his plate. ‘My vittles don’t set right,’ sez he; ‘I ain’t a mite peckish.’ Sez I, ‘Quant, you lay right down, and don’t you stir a inch! You’ve gone and got a mild form of typod,’ sez I, knowing about sickness as I allus had a gift, my father bein’ a natural bone-setter. And those was my very words, dearie, ‘a mild form of typod.’ And I was right and he was took. And when folks ain’t well, it’s mostly that they’ve got a mild form of typod which some call malairy——”

There was no stopping her; Jacqueline tasted her hot tea and listened sympathetically to that woman of many sorrows. And, sipping her tea, she was obliged to assist at the obsequies of Quant, the nativity of young Desboro, the dissolution of his grandparents and parents, and many, many minor details, such as the freezing of water-pipes in 1907, the menace of the chestnut blight, mysterious maladies which had affected cattle and chickens on the farm—every variety of death, destruction, dissolution, and despondency that had been Mrs. Quant’s portion to witness.

And how she gloried in detailing her dismal career; and presently pessimistic prophecies for the future became plainer as her undammed eloquence flowed on:

“And Mr. James, he ain’t well, neither,” she said in a hoarse whisper. “He don’t know it, and he won’t listen to me, dearie, but I know he’s got a mild form of typod—he’s that unwell the mornings when he’s been out late in the city. Say what you’re a mind to, typod is typod! And if you h’ain’t got it you’re likely to git it most any minute; but he won’t swaller the teas and broths and suffusions I bring him, and he’ll be took like everybody else one of these days, dearie—which he wouldn’t if he’d listen to me——”
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