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I. A PENNY CHANGE

EVAN WEIR’S pipe was foul; he threw it down with an exclamation of disgust. Its foulness was symbolic; everything was out of kilter. He looked at the picture he had been painting for a week–rotten! It was a still life; a broken jar and three books on a rag of Persian embroidery. Picking up his pen-knife he deliberately cut the canvas out of the stretcher, and setting a match to a corner of it, tossed it in the empty stove. He paced up and down the room wondering what the devil was the matter with him; he couldn’t work; he couldn’t read; his friends bored him; life was as flat as beer dregs.

His attic studio was lighted by a dormer window at a height convenient to receive his elbows on the sill. He came to a pause in that position morosely staring out on Washington Square basking in the summer morning sunshine. In some occult way the gilding on the green leaves stabbed at his breast and accused him of futility.

“What the deuce am I doing up here in this dusty garret painting bad pictures while the whole world is alive!” he thought.

He picked up his hat and went slowly down the three flights to the street. At the corner of the square he turned down Macdougall street into the Italian quarter.

This intimate thoroughfare was as crowded as a bee-hive. Happy, dirty, big-eyed children played in the gutters while their obese mothers squatted untidily on the stoops. No lack of the zest of life here. It shamed the pedestrian without cheering him.

“They haven’t much to live for,” he thought, “and they’re not complaining. Why can’t I take things as they come, as they do, without searching my soul?”


It was a point of pride with Evan not to look like a denizen of Washington Square. So his hair was cut, and his clothes like anybody’s else. He even went so far as to keep his hat brushed, his trousers creased and his shoes polished. For the rest he was a vigorous, deep-chested youth of middle height with rugged features and glowing dark eyes. He had a self-contained, even a dogged look. Like all men susceptible of deep feeling, he did not choose to wear his heart upon his sleeve.

Half an hour later found him in that quaint corner of the island bounded by Liberty street, Greenwich street and the river. It is generally called the Syrian quarter, though shared by the Syrians with immigrants of all nations, whose boarding-houses abound there, convenient to the landing station. A feature of the neighbourhood is the cheap clothing stores where the immigrants buy their first United States suits. These suits hang swinging from the awnings like wasted gallows birds. A hawk-eyed salesman lurks beneath; in other words the “puller-in.”

As Evan approached such a place in darkest Greenwich street a customer issued forth of aspect so comical and strange that Evan was drawn out of himself to regard him. It was a tall, lean old man who moved with a factitious sprightliness. He was clearly no immigrant but a native of these United States. He was wearing a hand-me-down which hung in weird folds on his bones. The trousers lacked a good four inches of the ground, and the sleeves revealed an inch of skinny wrist. The wearer looked like a gawky school-boy with an old, old face. Yet he bore himself with the conscious pride of one who wears a new suit. On his head he wore a brownish straw hat which was a little too small for him, and had seen three summers. As he walked along with his sprightly shuffle, which did not get him over the ground very fast, his head ceaselessly turned from side to side, and he continually looked over his shoulder without seeming to see anything. His mouth was fixed in the lines of a sly smile, which had nothing to do with the expression of his eyes. This was furtive and anxious. His little grey eyes searched in all the corners of the pavement like a rag-picker’s eyes. To Evan there was something familiar about the face, but he couldn’t quite place it.

The old man turned a corner into one of the little streets leading to the river. Evan, bound nowhere in particular, and full of curiosity, followed. There was something notable about the old figure in its ridiculous habiliments; this was no common character. Under his arm he carried a bundle wrapped in crumpled paper, which presumably contained his discarded suit.

He stopped at a fruit-stand, and as Evan overtook him, was engaged in scanning a tray of apples as if the fate of nations depended upon his picking the best one at the price. The fruit-vendor regarded him with a disgusted sneer. Evan loitered, and as the little comedy developed, stopped outright to see it out.

The old man after an anxious period of indecision finally made his choice. After having satisfied himself that there was no concealed blemish in his apple he proffered a nickel in payment and extended a trembling hand for the change. The Syrian dropped a penny in it, and turned away with a suspiciously casual manner.

“Where’s my other penny?” demanded the old man in a high-pitched, creaking voice.

“What’s the matter with you?” demanded the vendor with a wholly disproportionate display of passion. “That’s all you get.”

The old man pointed an indignant forefinger to the ticket on the tray. “Two for five!” he shrilled.

“That’s right. Or four cents a piece,” was the rejoinder.

“No you don’t! Half of five is two and a half. You make half a cent on the deal anyhow.”

“Well, if y’ain’t satisfied, gimme the penny and take another!” With an unerring eye the vendor pounced on the smallest and knobbiest apple in the tray and offered that.

The old man would have none of it. “Give me my other penny!” said he.

“That’s all you get!”

“Give me my other penny or I’ll call the police!”

“Yah! For a penny would you! You’re a big man of business you are! Call a cop, go on, and see what he’ll say for a penny!” The vendor passionately searched under a shelf, and producing a ticket marked “4Â¢” defiantly stuck that alongside the “2 for 5.”

“No you don’t!” cried the old man. “You can’t raise the price on me after I’ve bought!”

“One for four, two for five! I guess I charge what I like! I don’t have to charge half the price for one!”

“You’re a robber!”

The vendor appealed to Heaven to witness that he was maligned. He brandished a fist before the old man’s nose. “You lie! You lie!” he cried. “Get out of here. I don’t want you by my stand!”

“Give me my penny!”

“Ain’t no penny comin’ to yeh!”

Evan was not the only grinning on-looker. A crowd collected out of nowhere as crowds do. The anxious vendor had now not only to keep up his end of the argument, but to watch his exposed stock as well. But he showed no signs of giving in.

“Get out of here! I don’t want you round me!” he cried.

“Give me my penny!”

“Ain’t no penny comin’ to yeh!”

They repeated it with incredible passion, over and over.

The crowd at first egged on both parties impartially:

“Go to it, men! A penny’s a penny at that!”

“Don’t let him jew you, old man. All them dagoes is robbers!”

“Soak him one, Tony, the tight-wad!”

“Sue him for the penny, Grandpa. I’ll go witness for you.”

“Aw, give him his penny, Mike. He needs a new lid.” And so on.

“Gimme my penny!”

“Ain’t no penny comin’ to yeh!”

Finally the old man threw the apple back on the tray. “I won’t deal with you at all!” he cried. “You’re a robber! Gimme my money back!”

“You bruised it!” cried the Syrian tragically. “I don’t take back no spoiled goods. Leave it lay at your own risk!”

“Gimme back my money!” cried the old man undaunted.

A grimy little hand slid out from the crowd and closed over the disputed apple. In the flick of a whip it was gone, and no man could say where. The crowd rocked with laughter.

The vendor shrugged. “Ain’t my loss. It’s his apple.”

“Gimme my money back!” demanded the old man.

“Ah, what do you want, the apple and the money and the change too?”

The old man snapped the penny down on the glass top of the candy case. “Gimme my nickel,” he said like a bird with one note.

The vendor passionately snatched up the penny and cast it at his feet. “Go to Hell with your penny!” he cried.

Someone put a foot on it and that likewise was seen no more.

“Gimme my nickel!” said the old man.

Suddenly a voice in the crowd was heard to say: “Gee! it’s Simeon Deaves!”

“Simeon Deaves, of course!” thought Evan. That old face was continually in the newspapers.

Instantly the temper of the crowd changed. There was nobody who could read English that was not acquainted with this man’s reputation. A chorus of imprecations was heard:

“Miser! Skinflint! Tight-wad! Robber!”

The sallies of the sidewalk wits were almost drowned in the mere cries of rage:

“Tight-wad, did you say? His wad is ossified to him!”

“He wants to put that penny out at interest!”

“Say, the Jews go to school to him.”

“He’d skin the cream offen a baby’s bottle, he would.”

The old man looked down and back at them snarling. Like a cowed animal’s, his gaze was fixed upon their feet. Fearful of blows to follow, he turned around, and edging away from the stand got his back against the wall of the building. His face was ashy, yet oddly the mouth was still fixed in the unvarying lines of the sly smile. The fruit vendor made haste to shut up his stand.

A flushed and burly Irishwoman stepped in advance of the crowd. She looked Deaves up and down insultingly. “What kind of a man do you call yourself?” she cried. “With all your millions locked up in the bank, and dressed in a suit that my old man wouldn’t sweep up manure in! What are you doing down here anyhow? Go back up town where you belong!” She shook a fist like a ham in his face. “Do you see that? That’s an honest hand that never filched a penny. For a word I’d plant it in your ugly face, you Shylock! You penny-parer!”

A youth’s voice cried out: “Come on, fellows, let him have it!”

The crowd suddenly swayed forward. No one could tell exactly what happened. A raised clenched fist smashed the old man’s hat over his eyes. Deaves went down out of sight.

This was too much for Evan. After all the man was old and it was fifty to one against him. His blood boiled, and the megrims were forgotten. He rushed in on the old man’s side, swinging his arms and shouting:

“Get back, you cowards! Give the old man a chance!”

The passionately indignant voice was more effective than the blows against so many. The crowd drew back shamefacedly, revealing the old man prone on the sidewalk, but not visibly injured. He was able to scramble to his hands and knees as soon as they gave him room. Evan helped him to his feet.

“Come on, I’ll get you out of this,” he said peremptorily. With his flashing eyes he searched the faces of the crowd for eyes that dared to withstand his, but none cared to.

He started to march the dazed old man smartly towards West street. It was an uncomfortable moment when they were obliged to turn their backs on the crowd. Evan expected another rush. But it did not come.

They had not taken ten steps when the old man pulled back. “M-my bundle,” he stammered. “I’ve lost my bundle.”

Evan could not tell what the crowd might do. There was of course no policeman to be expected in that forgotten little street. “Let your bundle go!” he warned him. “Come on.”

But the old man planted himself like a child with immovable obstinacy. “My old clothes!” he said. “They’re worth money! I’m not going to give them up!”

Evan with an exasperated laugh went back. The crowd which had started to follow backed off. The bundle lay where the old man had fallen. It had come unwrapped and the deplorable garments were fully revealed. Evan, gritting his teeth, stooped over and rolled them up. He knew what a chance he was providing to the wits of the crowd.

“Old clo’! Old clo’!”

“Rags, bones, bottles! Any rags, bones, bottles!”

“Say, fella, what do you think you’ll get out of it?”

“Aw, Simeon Deaves ‘ll give him his old clothes.”

The envious note was clearly audible. Individuals in the crowd were beginning to ask themselves now, why they hadn’t had the wit to take the old man’s part, and earn his gratitude. Evan held himself in from reply.

“What’s the use,” he thought. “Scum!”

Rejoining the old man he led him to the West street corner. Deaves had had a bad shock, and he was still trembling all over, and stumbling slightly in his walk. He betrayed no consciousness of gratitude towards his rescuer. His mind was still running on the lost nickel.

“Robber! Outrage! Thieving scoundrel!” he was muttering.

They waited for a Belt line car. Another man waited alongside of them, a quiet little youth in a grey suit whom Evan had seen as an onlooker in the crowd.

When the car came the old man was still so shaky that it seemed to Evan only the part of common humanity to accompany him. But on the step Deaves turned sharply.

“You needn’t come,” he said. “I can take care of myself.”

“That’s all right,” said Evan politely. “It’s no inconvenience.”

“I won’t pay your fare,” said Deaves.

Evan laughed. “I’ll pay the fares,” he said. To himself he thought: “It’s not often one has a chance of standing treat to a millionaire.”

Deaves did allow Evan to pay the fares, and indeed seemed quite pleased as if he had got the better of him in a deal. But something about Evan disconcerted him. He continued to glance at him sideways out of his restless, furtive little grey eyes. Finally he said:

“I’m not going to give you anything for coming with me.”

“Don’t expect it,” said Evan.

“What are you coming for then?” Deaves demanded.

Evan laughed in an annoyed way. “Well, now that you put it to me, I don’t exactly know. I suppose I owe it to myself not to let an old man fall down in the street.”

Deaves thought over this quite a long while. Along with his shrewdness there was something childish in the old man. “You’re a good boy!” he announced at last.

Evan appreciated that this was an immense concession. “Much obliged,” he said dryly.

“Just the same, you needn’t think you’re going to get anything out of me,” the old man quickly added.

“I don’t.”

Having established this point to his satisfaction Deaves seemed disposed to become friendly. “What are you doing out on the street in the middle of the morning?” he asked.

“I might ask the same of you,” returned Evan good-naturedly.

“I’m retired. I’ve a right to take my ease. But all young fellows ought to be at work. Haven’t you got any work to do?”

“I’m an artist.”

“Pooh! Waste of time!”

Evan laughed. It was useless to get angry at the old boy.

“Why aren’t you working at it now?” Deaves demanded to know.

“It wouldn’t come to-day,” said Evan.

“Stuff and nonsense! You’ll never get on that way! Look at me!”

Evan did so, thinking: “I wouldn’t be like you for all your millions!”

Deaves went on: “Keep everlastingly at it! That’s my motto. That’s what’s brought me to where I am to-day. I’ve retired now–though I still have my irons in the fire–but when I was your age I worked early and late. I didn’t waste mytime fooling round like young men do. No, sir! My only thought was how to turn everything to advantage. I denied myself everything; lived on two bits a day, I did, and put my savings to work. The cents and the dollars are good and willing little servants if you make them work for you. I watched ’em grow and grow. That was my young man’s fun.”

Evan looking at him thought: “You are an object-lesson all right, old man, but not just the way you think.”

The current of Deaves’ thoughts changed. “You’re a strong boy,” he said, with a glance at Evan’s stout frame. He felt of his biceps through the thin coat. “Hm!” he said scornfully. “I suppose you’re proud of your strength. I suppose you spend the best part of your days exercising. Waste of time! Waste of time! A strong man never comes to anything. They’re simple, mostly. It’s the head that counts! How many of those ruffians did you knock down?”

“Not any,” said Evan carelessly. “They ducked.”

“Well, you’re a good boy. You stick to me, and I’ll show you something better than messing in colours. I’ll show you how to make money!”




II. A RICH MAN’S HOUSE

THEY rode up to Fifty-Ninth street, and transferring to a cross-town car, got off at the Plaza. Evan’s subconsciousness registered the fact that the little fellow in grey was still travelling their way, but he took no particular notice of him. Deaves led the way to one of the magnificent mansions that embellish the neighbourhood. He handed his bundle to Evan.

“You carry it,” he said. “Maud always makes a fuss when I bring bundles home.”

“Who is Maud?” asked Evan.

“My son’s wife; a great society woman.”

“You want me to come in with you then?” said Evan.

“Yes, you’re a good boy. I want to give you something.”

Evan was surprised. “A dime, or even a quarter!” he thought, smiling to himself. Nevertheless he went willingly enough, filled with a great curiosity.

The house was a showy affair of grey sandstone built in the style of a French chÃ¢teau. But Evan’s trained eye perceived many lapses of taste; it was not even well-built; the window-casings were of wood when they should have been of stone; the side of the house, plainly visible from the street, was of common yellow brick. It looked like a jerry-built palace for a parvenu. Evan wondered how the old money-lender had come to be stuck with it.

“My son’s house,” said Deaves with a queer mixture of pride and scorn. “I live with them. Sinful waste!”

He avoided the front door with its grand grill of polished steel. The street widening had shorn off the original areaway of the house, and the service entrance was now a mere slit in the sidewalk with a steep stair swallowed up in blackness below. Down this stair old Simeon Deaves made his way. Evan followed, grinning to himself. It was certainly an odd way for a man to enter his own home.

“We won’t meet Maud this way,” Deaves said over his shoulder.

The remark called up a picture of Maud before Evan’s mind’s eye.

In the basement of the great house they met many servants passing to and fro, before whom the old man cringed a little. These superior menials turned an indifferent shoulder to him, but stared hard at Evan. Evan flushed. Insolence in servants galled his pride. “If I paid their wages I’d teach them better manners!” he thought.

Somewhere in the bowels of the house, which was full of passages like all ill-planned dwellings, the old man unlocked a door and led Even into a vaultlike chamber without a window. Carefully closing the door behind them he turned on a light.

“This is where I keep all my things,” he said innocently. “Maud never comes down here.”

Evan looked around. A strange collection of objects met his view; old clothes, old newspapers, old hardware, in extraordinary disorder. It was like the junk room in an old farmhouse. The walls were covered with shelves heaped with objects; old clocks, broken china ornaments, empty cans, pieces of rope, bundles of rags. On the floor besides, were boxes and trunks, some with covers, some without; the latter overflowing with rubbish. Evan wondered whimsically if the closed boxes were filled with shining gold eagles. It would be quite in keeping, he thought. But on second thoughts, no. Your modern miser is too sensible of the advantages of safe deposit vaults.

Deaves found a place for his bundle of old clothes, and seeing Evan looking around, he said with his noiseless laugh, which was no more than a facial contortion:

“You never can tell when a thing will be wanted.”

Turning his back on Evan he rummaged for a long time among his shelves. Evan was somewhat at a loss, for his host appeared to have forgotten him. He was considering quietly leaving the place when the old man finally turned around. He had a small object in his hand which he made as if to offer Evan, but drew it back suddenly and examined it lovingly. It was a pen-knife out of his collection.

“Almost new,” said Deaves. “The little blade is missing, but the big blade is perfectly good if you sharpen it. Here,” he said, suddenly thrusting it at Evan as if in fear of repenting of his generosity. “For you.”

Evan resisted the impulse to laugh. After all the value of a gift is its value to the giver. He pocketed it with thanks. It would make an interesting souvenir. To produce it would cap the climax of the funny story he meant to make out of this adventure. He turned to go.

“Don’t be in a hurry,” said Deaves. “Sit down and let’s talk.”

He evidently had something on his mind. Evan, curious to learn what it could be, sat down on a trunk.

“You’re a good boy, and a strong boy,” said the old man. “I’d like to do something for you.”

“Don’t mention it,” said Evan grinning.

“Why don’t you come every day and go out with me. I like to walk about. I can’t stay cooped up here. I like the streets. But people recognise me.”

“And make rude remarks,” said Evan to himself.

“But with you I could go anywhere.”

“Ah, a body-guard,” thought Evan. The idea was not without its attractions. It would be an amusing job. He said:

“If you want to hire me I’m willing. I need the money.”

“Hire you!” said the old man in a panic. “I never said anything about hiring you. I just mean a friendly arrangement. You have plenty of time on your hands. I’ll give you good advice. Show you how to become a successful man.”

“Thanks,” said Evan dryly. “But the labels I paint bring in ready money.”

“Many a young man would be glad of the chance to go around with Simeon Deaves,” he went on cunningly. “It would be a liberal education for you.”

Evan got up. It was the best argument he knew.

“You could have your meals here,” Deaves said quickly. “They eat well. There’s enough wasted in this house to feed an orphanage.”

“Sorry,” said Evan. “It doesn’t appeal to me.”

“Well, you could have a room on the top floor. You look pretty good; Maud wouldn’t mind you. Your living wouldn’t cost you a cent.”

Evan thought of the supercilious servants. Not for a bank president’s salary would he have lived in that house. He said: “I’m open for an offer as I told you, but only during specified hours. I’d eat and sleep at home.”

“You’re a fool!” said the old man testily. “Free board and lodging! I haven’t any money.”

“All right,” said Evan moving towards the door. “No harm done.”

“Wait a minute. Maybe my son would lend me the money to pay you a small salary. He says I oughtn’t to go out alone.”

“A small salary doesn’t interest me,” said Evan boldly. “Fifty dollars a week is my figure.”

Simeon Deaves gasped. “You’re crazy. It’s a fortune. At your age I wasn’t making a third of that!”

“Very likely. But times have changed.”

The old man now opened the door for Evan. As he did so there was a scuttle in the passage and a figure whisked out of sight. “Snoopers!” thought Evan.

“Will you show me the way up-stairs?” he said. “I don’t care to use the servants’ entrance.”

“Sure, that’s right,” said Deaves soothingly. “I hope we won’t meet Maud. Always picking on me.”

As they headed for the stairs he said cajolingly: “Fifteen dollars a week; that’s plenty to live on. Youngsters ought to live simply. It’s good for their health.”

“But how about putting something by?” said Evan slyly.

“Well, I think my son might go as high as seventeen-fifty if I asked him. Because you’re a good boy and a strong boy.”

“Thanks. Nothing doing.”

As Evan resolutely mounted the stairs, the old man hobbling after said: “Well, I’ll add two and a half to that myself. But that’s my last word! Not another cent!”

“Nothing doing,” said Evan again.

At the head of the stairs Deaves said nervously: “Better let me take a look to see if Maud’s around.” He peeped out. “All right, the coast is clear.”

They were now in a square entrance hall of goodly size, very showily finished like a hotel with veneered panels, which already showed signs of wear. Imitation antique chairs stood about, and in front of the fireplace, which was certainly never intended to contain a fire, was spread a somewhat moth-eaten polar bear skin. Still it was grand after a fashion, and the old man in his hand-me-downs looked oddly out of place.

“Better think it over!” he said. “Twenty dollars a week! It’s a splendid salary!”

“Nothing doing,” said Evan, grinning. In a way he liked the old scoundrel.

Deaves affected to lose his temper. “Oh, you’re too big for your shoes!” he cried. “Your demands are preposterous!”

Evan continued calmly to make his way towards the front door.

Just before they reached it the old man made one last appeal. “Twenty dollars!” he said plaintively.

A door at the back of the hall opened and an old-young man came out; that is to say he was young in years, but he seemed to bear the weight of an empire on his shoulders, and looked very, very sorry for himself. He was dressed as if he had to be a pall-bearer that day, but that was his ordinary attire. He looked sharply from the old man to Evan.

“Who is this, Papa?” he demanded with the air of a school-master catching a boy red-handed.

The old man cringed. “This–this is a young man.”

“So I see.”

“Well, I–I didn’t exactly ask him his name.”

“Evan Weir,” spoke up the young man for himself.

“He came home with me,” said Deaves. “There was a little trouble.”

The younger Deaves was horrified. “Another disgraceful street scene!” he cried. Addressing Evan he said: “Please tell me exactly what happened.” He glanced nervously over his shoulder. “But not here. Come up to my library.”

He led the way up-stairs, across another and a loftier hall with an imitation groined ceiling, and into a large room at the back of the house, which by virtue of a case of morocco bound books, clearly not often disturbed, was the library. The young man flung himself into a chair behind an immense flat-topped desk and waved his hand to Evan with an air that seemed to say: “Now tell me the worst!” Between the two, Evan’s sympathies were with the father.

He was not invited to sit. He told his story briefly, making out the best case that he could for the old man. The latter was not insensible to the favour. His little eyes twinkled. The young man became gloomier and gloomier as the story progressed.

“We shall hear more of this!” he said tragically.

The old man pished and pshawed. “I offered him a steady job,” he said, “to go round with me. But his notions are too grand.”

“Why, that would be a very suitable arrangement,” his son said pompously. “How much do you want?” he asked of Evan.

“Fifty dollars a week.”

“That’s ridiculous!” young Deaves said loftily. “I’ll give you twenty-five.”

The scene of down-stairs was continued, with this difference that the son was not so naÃ¯ve as the father. Evan kept up his end with firmness and good-humour. After all there was some fun in contending with such passionate bargainers, and he saw that for some reason the son was more anxious to get hold of him than the father. They finally compromised on forty dollars a week, provided Evan’s references were satisfactory. Simeon Deaves was scandalised.

“It’s too much! too much!” he repeated. “It will turn his head completely!”




III. SNOOPING

YOUNG Deaves (his father addressed him as George) passed out through a small door on the left presumably to telephone to Evan’s references. His father followed him, still protesting tearfully that the salary he purposed paying Evan would ruin them both. Evan was left standing in the middle of the room. Before he had time to take a further survey of his surroundings the door from the hall was softly opened, and a smug, pale young man in a sober suit sidled into the room, a servant. Evan learned later that “Second man” was his official title. “Spy” was writ large on him. The house seemed to be swarming with them. This fellow had undoubtedly been listening at the door.

“Good God! who would be rich!” thought Evan.

The servant with a sly, meaning look in Evan’s direction went to a console at the left of the room, and affected to busy himself in arranging the objects upon it. In reality his long ears were stretched for sounds coming through the little door. Having satisfied himself that the Deaves’ were good for several minutes in there, he came towards Evan with an ingratiating leer.

“Nice day,” he said.

Evan’s impulse was to call the fellow down, but he reflected that if he was to become an inmate of the house, it would be just as well for his own protection to learn what this snooping and eavesdropping signified.

“Fine,” he said non-committally.

“Are you going to be one of us?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“It’s a rummy joint.”

“So I gather,” said Evan dryly.

“Have you seen the Missus yet?”

“No.”

The lackey cast up his eyes and whistled softly. “Oh boy! You’ve got something to see!”

This was Evan’s first experience of the below-stairs point of view. It was a revelation.

“Were you planted here?” the servant asked with a mysterious air.

“What do you mean?” asked Evan.

The other quickly turned it off. “Oh nothing.” He glanced towards the little door. “When you work for a bunch like this you don’t feel like you owed them anything. It’s every man for himself.”

“I suppose so,” said Evan.

“But there’s a square bunch down-stairs. Come down to the butler’s room when you can and get acquainted.”

“Thanks.”

“Take it from me you won’t find it such a bad house if you stand in with the crowd down-stairs. There’s money to be made on the side if you’re smart enough.”

“How?” asked Evan.

The second man winked at him knowingly. “Let’s you and I get better acquainted before we get confidential.”

“Sure,” said Evan. “I see you’re a wise guy.”

“Wise!” said the other. “Solomon wasn’t one two three with me.”

“What do they call you?”

“Alfred. I’ll make you acquainted with the bunch down-stairs. The women–” He suddenly broke off, and stiffened into the blank-faced, deferential servant.

Young Deaves and old Deaves returned through the little door.

“If you please, sir,” said Alfred quickly, “Mr. Hilton sent me to ask what wines you would have for dinner.”

“I’m busy!” snapped George Deaves. “Tell Hilton when I want wine I’ll let him know.”

“Yes, sir, very good, sir.” The rubber-shod one wafted out of the room, shutting the door behind him as softly as a flower closes. George Deaves looked sharply to see that it was closed, then looked as sharply at Evan.

“Was he talking to you?” he demanded.

Evan quickly decided that the only safe hand to play in this strange house was a lone hand; he would take no one into his confidence. “Nothing in particular,” he said.

“Why don’t you fire him, George?” asked his father.

The younger man shrugged wearily. “What’s the use? The next one would be no better.” He turned his attention to Evan. “Your references were satisfactory,” he said. “You may consider yourself engaged. Thirty-five dollars was the sum we agreed on, I believe.”

“No, sir, forty dollars,” said Evan firmly.

“Ah, my mistake. It’s a great deal of money. I hope you’ll be worth it. You will be at my father’s call whenever he wants you.”

“I will come at nine o’clock every morning and stay until five. Sundays are my own of course.”

George Deaves turned to his father. “On your part, if I pay out all this money, you must promise me that you will not go out except with this young man.”

The old man gave an ungracious assent.

“I will report at nine to-morrow,” Evan said.

“But I want to go out now,” the old man said like a child.

“You’ve had quite enough outing for to-day, Papa,” George Deaves said severely.

Simeon Deaves said to Evan spitefully like a balked child: “Well, your wages won’t begin until to-morrow, then. To-day doesn’t count.”

As Evan had his hand on the door he became aware that George Deaves was making signals to him to remain. He lingered, wondering what was in the wind now. George said to his father:

“Lunch is ready. You’d better go down.”

Forgetting all about Evan, the old man hastened out of the room with an expectant air.

When he had gone George Deaves hemmed and hawed, gazed at the ceiling, made scratches on his desk pad and beat all around the bush. The gist of it as finally extracted by Evan was something as follows:

“I am not paying you all this money as a simple attendant for papa. I could get two at the price. The fact is papa has an unfortunate faculty for getting involved in street disputes. On account of his prominence a certain publicity is attached to it. Very distressing to the family. I shall expect you to keep him out of such troubles. You will have to be firm. He is very obstinate. But I authorise you to take any measures, any measures to save him from his own folly.”

Evan was tempted to ask: “Even to cracking him on the bean?” But instead he said demurely: “I quite understand.”



Evan made his way home down the Avenue ruminating upon what had happened. “In the words of Alfred it’s a rummy joint,” he said to himself. “Father and son are a pair of birds. What do I care? I’m not going to let them get under my skin. I’ll give them their money’s worth for a month or so, then bid them ta-ta and hike to the blessed country on my savings. Meanwhile the affair has its humorous side. Mystery, too. Like a play.”

If Evan had not recollected when he got to Thirtieth street that he needed certain small articles of apparel to make himself presentable in his new job, he would probably not have discovered that he was being followed. But as he retraced his steps to the shops his attention was caught by a man’s back, a narrow back clad in grey. The owner of the back was looking in a shop window. It was the little youth that Evan had seen before that morning. The inference was that he had stopped merely to give Evan time to pass him.

“By God! another snooper!” thought Evan. “This one dogged our foot-steps all the way up-town from the fruit-stand. Well, I’ll give him a little run for his money.”

Entering one of the big stores Evan made his purchases. He then hastened up one aisle and down another. It could have been no easy task to follow him through the crowded store, but his little grey shadow never lost the scent. In their gyrations Evan had an opportunity to get a good look at his tracker. He was not like Alfred; he had a decent look, or rather he looked neither decent nor mean, but simply watchful. An impenetrable mask was drawn over his face, out of which his eyes looked quietly, giving nothing away. In years he was no more than a lad.

“Not a very dangerous customer, anyway,” thought Evan.

Issuing from the store Evan jumped on a moving bus bound up-town. He took a seat on top; the youth got in below. At Forty-Second street Evan changed to a cross-town car; his pursuer rode on the platform. At Third avenue he changed again–but without shaking the other. Half an hour later making his way through Waverly place towards Washington Square, he was well aware that the grey figure was still behind him, though pride forbade him turning his head to see.

Reaching the Square, Evan dropped on a bench and waited to see what would happen. The slender figure passed him, eyes calmly bent ahead, and sat down on a bench fifty feet farther on. Evan rose again, and retracing his steps, walked down the east side of the Square, and entering from the Fourth street corner, sat down again. Once more the youth passed him and sat down beyond. There were but few people around; it was hardly possible that he thought his movements had not been perceived by the man he was following. “As a sleuth you’re an amateur,” thought Evan. “You don’t care whether I’m on to you or not. But I must say you have your nerve with you. I’m considerably bigger than you.”

He got up and approached the other. The stripling looked straight ahead, affecting to be unconscious of his coming. Evan came to a stand before him and said abruptly:

“What’s the idea, kid?”

The youth looked up startled, then quickly drew the mask over his face. “I don’t understand you,” he said.

“Come off,” said Evan mockingly. “Do you think I’m a blind man not to notice the particular interest you are taking in my doings? What’s the idea?”

The boy’s eyes held to Evan’s steadily; they were the eyes of a fanatic rather than a crook. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

“You’ve been trailing me for the last two hours.”

“You’re mistaken. I never saw you before.”

Evan laughed in exasperation. “That’s childish! Do you mean to say you didn’t pick me up in Troy street two hours ago, after that row with the fruit vendor?”

“I don’t know where Troy street is,” was the answer.

Evan changed his tactics. Dropping into the seat beside the boy he said: “Look here, I’m a regular fellow. Loosen up, kid. Give me the dope. What’s it all about?”

The other was silent.

“God knows why anybody should take after me,” Evan went on. “I haven’t committed any crime that I know of. And I don’t own a thing in the world anybody could covet. Who hired you to trail me?”

“Nobody,” said the boy. “You’re mistaken.”

Evan began to get hot under the collar. He got up.

“By God–!” he began, clenching his fist. Then he stopped, because his anger rang false to him. In fact he couldn’t work up a genuine anger against the strange-eyed boy who neither cringed before him nor defied him but simply looked.

“It would be a shame to hit you,” he went on, “you’re too little. But I warn you to keep away from me hereafter. The next time I stumble over you I won’t be so gentle, see? You keep out of my way, that’s all.”

He strode off across the Square in the direction of his own place. He felt exasperated and helpless. He was clearly the injured party, yet he had come off second best in an encounter with a mere child. To make matters worse he was perfectly sure that the youth was still trotting after him like a little dog that refuses to be sent home. He would not look around to see. As he passed in the door of 45A he did look around, and there sure enough was his little sleuth across the street. Evan slammed the door and went up-stairs swearing.

The next time he had occasion to leave the house, the youth had gone. He saw him no more–that day. “Perhaps his game was to learn where I lived,” thought Evan.




IV. THE NEW LODGER

EVAN’S pal Charley Straiker occupied the adjoining room on the top floor of 45A and the two pooled their household arrangements. It was Evan’s week to cook the dinners, consequently when dinner was eaten his was the privilege of occupying the easy chair with the stuffing coming out and cock his feet on the cold stove while Evan washed up.

During the afternoon Evan had painted and delivered a label that had been ordered of him, and had cleaned up generally as if in preparation for a journey. But he had not yet said a word to Charley of the events of the morning. As a matter of fact Evan had a prudent tongue, which Charley most decidedly had not, and it had occurred to Evan that he had better find out where he was at, before entrusting the tale to his garrulous partner.

Evan drew at his pipe and gloomed at the wall. Now that the mild excitement induced by the morning’s events was over, a heaviness had returned to his spirit. Meanwhile Charley ran on like a brook.

Charley was a lean and sprawling youth with lank blonde hair, a long nose, and an incorrigible smile that spread to the furthest confines of his face. To quote himself, he was a bum artist and a squarehead. He took people at their own valuation and was consequently a universal favourite.

“Carmen rented her back parlour this afternoon,” he was saying–Carmen being their own moniker for their landlady Miss Carmelita Sisson. “To a female. What do you know about it? Carmen hates ’em round the house. Too nosey, she says. But the room’s been vacant since spring, and roomers in summertime are as scarce as snowballs. So she succumbed.

“Haven’t seen her yet–I mean the new roomer, but my hope and my prayer is that she’s a looker. I think she is because Carmen sniffed. Does our Carmen love the beautiful of her sex? She does–not! She’s a singing-teacher, Madame Squallerina, Carmen called her, with the rare wit for which she is famed. Already moved in with her piano and all. I heard her moving round, but the door was closed. I’m afraid she’s not going to be sociable. Hell! the parlor floor always looks down on the attic! That’s a joke in case you don’t know it; parlor floor looking down on the attic!

“Wish I could think of a good excuse to knock on her door. It ‘ud be a stunt, wouldn’t it, to raise an alarm of fire in this old tinder-box. Say, if there’s ever a fire I bags the new roomer to save–that is until I get a look at her. If it’s over a hundred and fifty, I’ll give the job to you, Strong-arm.”

This failed to draw a smile from Evan.

“Say, you’re as lively as the dressing-room of a defeated team. Wot th’ hell’s the matter? Come on out and see a movie. I’ll blow.”

“I’m off pictures,” said Evan. “Go on yourself. Maybe you’ll meet Squallerina on the stairs. Take her.”

“You’ve said it,” said Charley. “I’m off.”

The gas made the room hot, and Evan turned it out. The instant he did so, he became aware of the moonlight outside, and he went and rested his elbows on the sill in his customary attitude.
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