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INTRODUCTION

SITTING down calmly to write the story of Dick Selby and all that came to him because of the Brown Lady, his “O.C.,” I am terribly tempted to skip what may seem to be the unimportant periods of his life, and go straight to that wonder time of his. But were I to plunge into the heart of my story, and were I to begin my narrative with such a phrase as “This is the story of Selby, who from being a third-rate clerk, became the–” you might well call me to task for the strain I put upon credulity.

If, reading this story, you happen upon improbable combinations of circumstances, unlikely situations, events that stand on the outward rim of your belief, I would ask you to remember that Dick Selby had up to this time lived a most ordinary life. If the Brown Lady, Elise, had been your conventional prune and prism miss, this story would not have been written at all, for I could not bring myself to the recording of such thin romance as a conventional suburban courtship would afford.

I feel, in a degree, like a conjurer who, with pardonable ostentation, shows both sides of the handkerchief to his audience and hands the egg round for their inspection, to prove that all his paraphernalia is ordinary.

My hero, then, was an ordinary young man of the lower middle classes. He had but the dim outlines of an education, and if the Brown Lady had never existed, Dick Selby would have developed into a respectable obscure member of the community. He would have rented a little villa, furnished it on the hire-purchase system, gone to church on Sunday, and brought up, under considerable financial stress, a large family. As for his wife, I can imagine her–pert, with a ready and boisterous laugh, a little gauche, and a reader of Miss Corelli’s admirable novels.

White Magic there is, wrought by pixies, fairies, elves, and woodland brownies; Black Magic, nearly associated with imps, hobgoblins, witches, and the dark legions of devilry; but it was Brown Magic that took Dick Selby, with his doubts, his unrest, his fume against circumstance, and made him what he eventually was, raising him to a position far higher than his merits alone could have raised him, lifting him so high, indeed, that there was a moment when the world halted momentarily to see what this lodger boy from Friendly Street would do.

This story is not intended to go forth as one founded upon fact: more extraordinary things have happened and will happen than are chronicled here. But if in my desire to show the British soldier at some advantage, I wander into the realms of improbability, it may be counted to my credit that, although I have placed my soldier here in remarkable environments, I have been careful to avoid exaggeration in describing the life of the soldier himself.




CHAPTER I

PROBABLY “Old Cull” Grain would not regard himself as an instrument of a divine Providence. Nor probably would anyone else so regard him. His face was too red, his voice was too big, he kept a greengrocer’s shop in the Deptford High Street, and, moreover, backed horses.

For it is well known by the very best authorities that the messengers and wonder-workers of Providence are of a meek and innocent disposition. Children who reconcile their estranged parents–brown-eyed maidens who bring together tragic lovers–even policemen are to be respected in this capacity; but certainly not red-faced greengrocers and sporting greengrocers to boot.

Dick Selby, passing along High Street, Deptford, one Saturday night in June, came face to face with Old Cull. Times were hard with this boy with the clean-cut face and the strong straight mouth and he was in no mood for Old Cull’s pleasantries.

It wasn’t the fact that he had lost his job–there was another waiting, he knew that–but somewhere down in the unexplored caverns of his mind there was fierce, vague discontent, an indescribable soul nausea, an intangible and irritating restlessness that he could not define or classify.

Old Cull stopped him, standing unsteadily on the edge of the pavement.

The street was alive with people on this summer evening, for this was the marketing hour. The cheap butcher hoarsely and extravagantly extolled his carrion, addressing his customers with gross familiarity, and from the fair-ground just a little way along the street came fitfully the blare of a steam organ.

This was life and gaiety and experience, and the world of Deptford went shuffling by in the thin drizzle of rain, open-mouthed, wide-eyed, soaked in the sense of enjoyment.

“Dick,” said Old Cull gravely, “gorrer good thing.”

“Oh,” said Dick absently.

“Did I tell you ‘Clarabelle’?” demanded Cull aggressively.

“Did you? Yes, I think you did, Cull,” said Dick.

“Didn’t I put you on to ‘The Wash’ when it rolled home at sevens?”

The boy nodded.

“This,” was a long recital. It entailed much explanation–husky, confidential whispering, and holding on to Dick’s shoulder. Worse, it meant Old Cull’s red face thrust into his, and the scent of his vinous breath.

It was about “The Snooker” running at Ascot in the two o’clock race on Tuesday. Old Cull had the tip straight from a publican who knew a man who knew a trainer. This was the straightest, most unbeatable gem that had ever scintillated in the summer sun, the most precious stable secret that tout had ever surprised, or publican (for a consideration) acquired.

“And mark me, Dicky,” said Old Cull solemnly, “this is a thing to put your shirt on, to pawn your watch on, to scrape an’ strive to get every penny you can borrow to put on–it’s a blanky snip!”

In making this emphatic pronouncement, Cull Grain played the part of Providence designed for him, and Dick left him and continued his walk slowly and thoughtfully.

A way out?

His heart leapt at the thought.

A way out of Deptford and the humdrum monotony of his work? From Laddo, and the Gills and the Makins, from the Tanner’s Hill lot, and the Creek Road lot!

It was ridiculous, of course, for a cheap clerk to have ambitions. He was not even a clerk: he checked time for Morlands, the contractors; he checked the weight of granite-laden carts, and tested the size of Aberdeen “pitchers.” A board school had turned him loose on to the world with a half-digested education. An island was a piece of land surrounded by water; he knew that. “Was” was a verb, past tense of the verb “to be,” agreeing with its noun in number and person; he knew that. And similar aids to an industrial life were hotch-potched in his mind–a disconnected array of facts.

His father he never remembered, but he had a distinct recollection of his mother’s funeral. He had lived with an aunt till he was able to earn his living, and now he had a tiny room in Friendly Street, with all a lodger’s privileges.

He went over his position as he continued his walk. One half of his brain recounted the situation, whilst the other half speculated upon Old Cull’s tip.

Ahead of him, he told himself, was at best a clerkship, a small house in the suburbs. And a wife.

He flushed at the last thought.

The Brown Lady was, of course, a dream lady. A beautiful and fragrant dream that it was impious to associate with marriage, even were such an end possible. The other girl would be of his own class, loud of speech, florid as to dress, with the twang of the street, and the humour and commonplace cant of the gutter. He shrugged his shoulders. The reality must wait: for the moment he had the Brown Lady–nothing could rob him of this fairy vision. Clerk or time-checker, he could still stand on the other side of the street and watch her trip down to the brougham that stood at her door; he could still wait in the shadows, listening to her fresh voice and her rippling little laugh. It was because of her dress that he called her the Brown Lady. She always wore brown. The first time he had ever seen her she was quite a little girl…

“Hullo, Dick!”


It was Laddo, of course. Dick knew the voice and turned to face the youth who had accosted him. Laddo had eyes that quivered. They never looked at you straight. They looked over you and round you, and at your boots, but never directly at you.

Laddo’s face was white–a dull, dead white. He wore a satin choker about his throat, and his trousers were cut very tightly fitting indeed. For Laddo had a reputation in Deptford, an unsavoury one it is true, but there were girls who lived in the vicinity of Creek Road who would, as the saying goes, have “given their heads” to walk with the youth who had once been tried at the Old Bailey, and against whom had been returned a verdict of “Not guilty.” This was because of insufficient evidence, and not, as Creek Road was well aware, because Laddo was unconnected with the felony under review.

Dick eyed him grimly. “Well, Laddo, you look spruce.”

Laddo grinned and jingled his money musically. “Out of work, ain’t ye?” he asked.

Dick nodded. “You never ought to be out of work, Laddo,” he said with a touch of irony.

“No,” said the unabashed Laddo, “I did a bit of a job last week.”

Laddo had a mysterious employer; it was reputed that Laddo’s master was a lenient and a powerful one. In criminal circles he was known as “Mr. Fox.”

Laddo looked round. “Here,” he said confidentially, dropping his voice, “you’re a scholar, ain’t you?”

“I can read and write,” Dick smiled.

“Read this for us.”

Laddo thrust the paper forward, then drew it back.

For once he steadied his dancing eyes, peering at Dick with narrowed lids.

“This is between you an’ me–see?” Dick nodded.

“I trust you, Dick, because you’re straight–you wouldn’t give a man away?”

Dick shook his head and took the proffered paper.

“Dear Laddo,” he read. “This comes hoping your are gay as it leaves us at present. The bloke is at 45, there’s a big kerridge drive, also brass plate on door, so you can’t miss it. So look round an’ see him, then you’ll know how it lays. Monday night, don’t forget, so no more at present, Inkey.”

“Monday night, eh?” repeated Laddo musingly.

“No. 45–big carriage drive–brass plate on door,” mentally noted Dick, with a perplexed frown.

In some manner these landmarks were familiar to him.

Then suddenly his heart gave a leap, and he breathed quickly, for he remembered a No. 45: it was the house of the Brown Lady, and curiously enough there was a carriage drive and a brass plate on the door.




CHAPTER II

AT 400, Friendly Street, lived Hampson, plasterer. A curious name, yet genuine, if one might believe the painted name over the parlour window.

The bills, too, which he was wont in prosperous times to send out, were headed “Hampson, Plasterer.” The words were printed in large type, with a picture of a swallow on the wing (added by the artistic printer) as a subtle suggestion of Mr. Hampson’s decorative ability.

The Hampsons were at supper when Dick reached home. They supped in state in the kitchen, Mr. Hampson in his shirt sleeves, Mrs. Hampson in her stockinged feet, for her Saturday night boots were just a little tight, and Miss Hampson in the undiscarded finery that had accompanied her that evening to the theatre.

Dick declined the invitation to the feast. Mounting the stairs to his little bedroom he lit the paraffin lamp, and sat down to unlace his boots. Facing him was a crayon enlargement of Mr. Hampson’s father, and over the washstand was a text-card, “Blessed are the pure in heart ” (and, in slightly smaller letters, “Printed in Holland “). There was an almanac with a text for every day in the year, and on the mantelshelf, between the two china ornaments, his little stock of books. He regarded them ruefully. Smiles’ Self-help: the author’s name suggested sardonic merriment at the efforts of the ambitious underling. Gibbon’s Decline and Fall: a literary young man had suggested this, but it bored Dick to extinction. How to Become an Author (2s. 6d.): there were excellent notes on the correction of proofs, but, somehow, nobody wanted proofs corrected, so the half-crown had been wasted.

He sat on the edge of the bed thinking. Laddo… Perhaps it wasn’t the house, after all–perhaps it was a genuine job, and there was nothing sinister in the suggestion… but Laddo was keen on extracting a promise of secrecy. Old Cull, too. He had given him tips before, and they had “come off”: sums varying in size from 3s. to 12s. had come as a result. Suppose “The Snooker” won, and suppose he raked together a couple of pounds, or even three, and it won at twenty to one! You can get to Canada for a few pounds and buy a piece of land for a song; build a hut, perhaps find gold, and make a fortune. Three pounds at twenty to one would produce £60 and your £3 back. Total, £63.

Thus he mused as he slowly prepared for bed.

He might cut himself adrift from the Laddos and the Gills, though he liked Chimmy Gill well enough. He might shake off the oppressive sameness of life, and side-slip violently out of a most appalling groove.

He blew out the light and huddled into bed, the little alarum-clock upon the mantelpiece ticking noisily.

Men have risen from the gutter to the very highest places in the land, but they started fair. They never drifted into the doldrums of respectability. They never pottered their Saturday afternoons away in slug-infested suburban gardens. They did tremendous things, such things as going to New York and landing without a copper… how many years might a man have to work before he acquired a fortune… and would he find the Brown Lady when he came back?… he dozed.

He had been sleeping for an hour when he suddenly awoke.

His room faced the street and he must have heard the pattering of feet and the shrill whistle.

He leapt out of bed and threw open the window as the two policemen came panting up. They caught sight of his face.

“Did you see him?” they gasped.

“Who?”

“A young feller–he couldn’t have got away. He’s in the street somewhere. How do these houses run? What is at the back?”

Dick thought.

“There’s a narrow passage at the back; it leads from the stables at the corner,” he reported.

“Get up and show us the way,” said one of the policemen brusquely.

Other feet came running along the street, and Dick caught a glimpse of helmets.

He hurried into his clothes, put on a pair of slippers, came down softly, and opened the door. Mr. and Mrs. Hampson slept at the back of the house, and were apparently undisturbed.

As he came into the street he heard the constable reporting to a belated inspector.

“We took all but two, sir. One got clean away and the other we followed here–a bit of a boy, he was. He must have nipped over the stable gate and got round the back of these houses–hallo! here’s the man who can tell us.”

In a few words Dick described the topography of the place. He found himself doing this regretfully.

His training, his associations, his whole life urged him to a view of the case that favoured the criminal.

It was a “Snide factory” that the police had raided–a big counterfeiting establishment near Church Street, and the haul had been complete, except for the two who had escaped. This much he learnt from the comments of the policemen.

Suddenly…

“See here, my lad,” said the inspector briskly, “whilst a couple of my men get over the stable gate, you go quietly through the back-yard and peep into the passage. I suppose there’s a door leading into it.”

“Yes, sir,” said Dick.

“Off you go, then,” said the inspector, “he’s only a little fellow; he won’t eat you, if he’s there.”

Dick reluctantly obeyed.

Tiptoeing his way, he passed through the tiny kitchen, with the remnants of the night’s supper still littering the table, softly unbolted the fowl-yard door and stepped into the darkness of the “garden.” He felt his way along by the fowl-house until his fingers touched the rusty bolt of the back gate, and with a heart that beat noisily he slipped it back. Suppose it was Laddo, or any of his “friends”! They were connected with some shady business or other–of that he was sure. He could not give them away.

He stepped cautiously into the inky blackness of the narrow passage-way, and at the end of the block he could hear the policemen noisily scaling the stable gate.

Then he saw something. A crouching form at his very feet; he reached down, and roughly seized it.

“Oh, please, please!” whispered a voice.

“Come in here!”

Dick pulled his captive into the yard, and carefully bolted the gate again.

“You little fool,” he muttered, for the boy in his hands was little better than a child, and Dick was bitterly angry at the folly and uselessness, and the waste of it all. He couldn’t hand this kid to the police. Had it been Laddo, or one of the “boys,” he might have got the better of his distaste for bringing a criminal to justice, but this was a child.

“Step softly,” he whispered, as he led the way through the kitchen. “Now go up those stairs, to the front room, and wait till I come.”

He joined the waiting policemen at the door.

“Seen anything?” demanded the inspector.

“No,” lied Dick promptly, and the officer seemed annoyed.

“Have you got any eyes?” he demanded querulously.

“I used to have,” retorted Dick, “but I haven’t seen ‘em lately.”

“You’re impertinent, my lad,” and just then the men who had scoured the passage returned with news of their failure.

Dick waited until the police had gone, then slowly ascended to his room, pondering on a line of action.

But for the disturbance he would create, a sound thrashing suggested itself for the erring youth above; it might reform him.

Dick opened the door of his room, and closed it behind him.

“Now, young fellow,” he whispered fiercely, “what do you mean by getting yourself into this bother?”

Only a stifled sob answered him.

“Oh, it’s no good you snivelling,” said the irritated Dick, “get out of the way whilst I light the lamp.”

“No, no!” implored the boy, in a terrified whisper, “they–they will see outside.”

“Don’t be silly; the blinds are down,” said Dick gruffly.

“Don’t light the lamp,” whispered the other. “I’m–I’m ashamed of myself, sir–I don’t want you to see me.”

There was something innately delicate in Dick Selby’s composition, and he softened.

“All right,” he said, and threw himself on to the bed, dressed as he was.” Now, tell me how you got into this business.”

“I’m not,” whispered the boy eagerly. “I’m not in it; I was there when the police came, and ran away. I went because–because–”

Dick waited.

“Because?” he asked.

“I had to–there was somebody there I wanted to see.”

It sounded very lame, and the worldly wise young man on the bed marked down his visitor as an unplausible liar.

“You’d better lie down here for a few hours,” he said coldly. “In the morning I’ll smuggle you out.”

The boy hesitated for a moment.

“You’ll find my overcoat behind the door,” said Dick shortly. “If you don’t care about lying on the bed, you can lie on the floor.”

He heard the visitor stretch himself on the rug by the fireplace and shied a pillow in his direction.

“Make yourself comfortable,” he said.

He drew the blanket over himself, and dozed off… the dreams that the police whistle had so rudely disturbed came back to him in their serene order… £60 to £3… Canada–a log hut and the… the Brown Lady with the goldy brown hair, and fearless, grey eyes… her sweet mouth.

He sat up suddenly.

“What the devil are you crying about?” he asked savagely.

“It’s–it’s hard here,” said a voice from the floor, with a pitiful catch, “and–and I’m so wretched.”

“Well, come up here, you young fool.”

“Are you coming?” he asked after a pause.

“No,” said the boy.

“Then stay where you are,” said the host callously, “and if you make any more row I’ll get up and smack your head.”

“Brute!” whispered the ungrateful visitor, and Dick grinned in the darkness.

He dozed again, but there came into his dreams a persistent noise like somebody drawing his breath sharply and jerkily.

Dick reached out his hand for the matches, fumbled at them, and dropped them on the floor.

Then impatiently he slipped from the bed and lifted the crying boy up.

There was a curious fragrance hanging about this midnight fugitive–a strange scent of lavender. Dick’s hand trembled, and he stooped swiftly and found the matches. He lit one with an unsteady hand. Then he gave a little cry and staggered back, for there stood before him, with tear-stained face and downcast eyes, the Brown Lady of his dreams, her hair falling over the collar of her boy’s coat, and her nervous fingers clasping and unclasping in her agitation.

“You–you’re very unkind,” she said reproachfully, “to strike a light when I asked you not to do it.”

“I’m sorry,” whispered the youth hoarsely, dropping the match, “I didn’t know.”

“I should hope you didn’t,” she said with severity, “or else you would not have been so horridly unfeeling. The floor is very hard. You might have taken the floor yourself and offered me the bed.”

He was trying, as they stood in the darkness, to marshal his thoughts; his brain was whirling, whirling, till he felt he must be mad. This was the Brown Lady, he told himself; she lived in a big house in Lewisham; she had a carriage and servants, and was rich. All that part of it was easy enough to remember; it was the other that was so difficult. She was here in a boy’s suit–in his room–a fugitive from the police–all this was maddeningly unreal. He was terribly afraid of her, or else why did he tremble so?

“Your name is Selby, isn’t it?” she asked, and his heart jumped into his mouth. “I’ve seen you lots of times, and I asked our gardener to find out your name.”

Dick made no reply, and she seemed to expect none; and for the minutes that seemed like the very space of all time there was silence in the room, save for the very aggressive ticking of the little clock.

“I suppose,” she went on slowly, “you want to know why–why I am like this?”

“No.” He summoned all his courage before he could find his voice, and it sounded oddly like a hoarse squeak.

“Yes, you do,” she persisted. “I know you have all kinds of uncharitable thoughts in your mind; you think I’m horrid. But I won’t tell you.”

“I don’t want to know,” he managed to say.

There was another long pause; then he grew bolder.

“I’m going to take you home,” he said.

“They will see me.”

“No, they won’t,” he said decisively; “I’ll take you a long way round–you can wear my overcoat.”

“Have you–have you?” she began falteringly.

“Have you got a–a skirt or something I could wear?”

“Skirts,” said Dick, with a sudden realization of the humour of the situation, “are not part of my usual equipment. I’m afraid the overcoat is the nearest approach to a lady’s costume I can offer you.”

He put on his coat, and wrapped a muffler round his throat, then he went to the window and took a swift survey of the street.

“You’ll have to take your shoes in your hand,” he warned her.

Together they walked gingerly down the creaking stairs, Dick in a fret of fear lest the Hampsons should wake. He closed the door behind them. The street was deserted. Eastward a grey haze of light indicated the coming dawn. He slipped on his shoes, and the girl followed his example; then they stepped briskly towards Brook Lane.

They went by unaccustomed ways: they took the dark little path that runs alongside the Ravensbourne, and that terminates at Lewisham. Dick knew the house. It was a palatial establishment on Black-heath. He showed the way in silence.

“You walk very fast,” the girl complained, and he muttered some reply.

“You think badly of me, don’t you?” she asked„ as they turned to breast the rise of Blackheath Hill.

“I think ” he began, then stopped. He could not tell her what he thought, and so he pressed his lips together more tightly.

They came to the big carriage gate that he knew so well, and they halted.

She put out her hand.

“Good-bye, Mr. Selby,” she said softly. “I am very grateful to you–and–and you have been such a gentleman.”

He did not speak, only took her little hand in his and held it for a moment.

She turned to go, then paused irresolutely.

“Why aren’t you a soldier?!” she demanded suddenly.

“A soldier?” stammered Dick.

In the growing dawn she stood, a quaint figure in her boy’s dress. As she nodded, a strand of hair that she had gathered up under her cap fell across her face.

“All men should be soldiers,” she went on gravely.

The idea was revolutionary. It took Dick’s breath away. It was unthinkable. A soldier? Why, a soldier was a person in a red coat, who got drunk, and about whom music-hall artistes sang comic songs. From which reflection it may be gathered how perilously near to respectability he had reached.

Then an idea struck him.

“What is your name?” he asked.

“Elise,” she answered readily, “but my friends call me–”

She stopped. “Good-bye.” She gave him a whimsical little nod and smile and was gone.

 

*     *

 

*

 

They were crying the news through Deptford when Dick Selby woke the next morning. He heard the voices of the boys with the Sunday papers. “Coining Den in Deptford: Sensational Discovery.”

He dressed hurriedly, and went into the street to buy a newspaper. Would she be mentioned? He read the closely printed columns with feverish haste. No, there was no word of her. Only a string of names, for the most part too familiar, and the story of the escape of “two of the miscreants.”

He smiled a little at this.

He went back to his breakfast, re-reading the story of the raid. The voice of his landlady calling over the stairs roused him.

“Where is your overcoat, Mr. Selby, and whose is this?”

He leapt up the stairs two at a time, and took the thing the smiling woman held in her hand. It was a little gold brooch of a quaint Eastern design.

He turned it over in his hand, inventing a story to account for its presence in his room.

“Mr. Selby, I do believe you’re walkin’ out!” said the lady of the house, heavily jocose.

Dick let it go at that.

All Sunday he searched for Laddo, and the greater part of Monday. He could afford to postpone his hunt for work for a week, especially if Old Cull’s prediction came true. He had a wild idea of calling on the Brown Lady–the brooch must be given back–but he could not summon up the necessary courage. However, on Monday, returning from a visitation of Laddo’s haunts, he found a neat parcel awaiting him–the overcoat had come back. Pinned to it was a curious note in a neat hand.

It ran:–

 

“When I am on Blackheath, near the Park entrance, to-morrow afternoon (Tuesday) I shall think of your great kindness. P.S.–At five o’clock.”

 

This note puzzled Dick Selby, who read into it every meaning but the right one, for he knew nothing whatever of the working of a girl’s mind.

As he read it for the twentieth time he was seized with a brilliant idea. He would go to Blackheath at that hour, on that day, and perhaps he would see her!

A brilliant scheme indeed, and one not quite unforeseen by the Lady in Brown.




CHAPTER III

LADDO was standing on the edge of the pavement near the Broadway when arrested. Cowley did the trick, crossing the road, and nodding cheerfully. At the sight of him Laddo’s face went white and his lips twitched nervously.

“Cheerio, Laddo,” said Cowley brightly, “I want you.”

“What for, Mr. Cowley?”

“Oh, lots of things. Just step round to the station with me,” said the detective.

“What is it for?” said the other doggedly.

“Smashing and–”

Laddo shot out an arm savagely.

“Take me,” he said, and ran.

Cowley picked himself up and two uniformed men caught Laddo, though he fought desperately.

At the station he grew penitent, and was tearfully apologetic to the detective. Mr. Cowley was strangely good-natured, for Laddo was one of a gang that distributed spurious coin of the realm, and although most of them had been captured certain weak points in the available evidence had been pointed out by the Director of Public Prosecutions. So Laddo was treated with a consideration which at once astounded him, and aroused his suspicions. More than this, Mr. Cowley paid him a visit in his cell with the object of making the time pass. When he came out, the Inspector of Blackheath Road Police Station sent a message to Scotland Yard, which was brief and to the point.

“Laddo has turned King’s evidence.”

“Laddo is taken!” Somebody told the news to Dick, as he walked impatiently up and down the strip of pavement outside New Cross Station. It interested him very little. There were greater happenings that day. Not only was there a chance that he might see the Brown Lady, but he had taken the plunge. Four pounds drawn from the Post Office Savings Bank supplemented by a sovereign he had secured by the pawning of such superfluous articles as his watch and chain and overcoat, had gone into the hands of an enterprising Middleburg bookmaker.

If “The Snooker” won… Canada and the new life. He would tell the Brown Lady everything–his hopes, his plans, his faith, his love. If she would give him one word of encouragement he would succeed.

A boy came blundering up the stairs from the platform, a bundle of pink papers under his arm. Dick bought a copy, and with a sensation of sickness, opened it.

2–0 (off at 2–4)

Longwind………. 1

Charter’s Boy….. 2

The Snooker……. 3

He stared at it, read it again. Then dully and mechanically he read the betting beneath:–

“9 to 4 Longwind, 7 to 1 Charter’s Boy, 33 to 1 The Snooker.”

Five pounds at 33 to 1 would bring £165–but “The Snooker” had not won. Still, if it had won… but it hadn’t. So that dream was all tumbled, and the money had gone. He was in the rut still, and there was no way out. He saw an everlasting Deptford before him, year upon year of Friendly Street.

It did not seem quite right. He read the paper again. He felt no resentment against Old Cull: the evidence of his bona fides was apparent: “The Snooker” was third.

He folded the paper methodically and walked away. He walked for a long time thinking, not, remarkably enough, of the money he had lost, but of the money he hadn’t won.

He found himself climbing a hill; later, he observed half stupidly that he was on Blackheath. There was space here; space to think largely. This was the very place for generous planning. Now if “The Snooker” had won! What fine schemes might not have been evolved hereabouts!

Then he saw the Brown Lady walking slowly to meet him, and he stopped dead. It came to him then why he should be on Blackheath–he had come in the expectation of seeing her. But the downfall of his hopes had dazed him. He felt no pleasure at the meeting: he was conscious only of a dull fear.

“You have come?” she said.

He nodded. Up to that moment he had not regarded her message as an invitation.

She looked very kindly at him. “My brother has got away to France,” she said.

He did not even know that she possessed a brother.

“He was the other,” she said sharply.

She turned and looked across the heath. “We are going to leave here,” she said; “my father–”

She paused, then she fixed those eyes of hers on his. “You look like a man in a groove,” she went on, “but not our groove. You may escape from yours because you have no baggage to carry, that is what father always used to say to Tom–my brother. Father was an officer till something happened. Something is always happening,” she added bitterly.

Dick wondered what could possibly happen to a man who lived in a big house, with servants and a brougham, and she must have read his thoughts.

“Father calls me the ‘O.C’ because I have the worry and the management of it all. It is I who see the process servers and lie to them. I, who arrange for father’s interviews with half the blackguards of London. I who–” She changed the subject abruptly.

“Listen,” she said, speaking rapidly, “I can trust you. You wonder how I came to be at the coiners’ when it was raided, why I was in boy’s dress–no, no!” she said, for he was protesting, “let me tell you. I went there because Tom was there, because–because my father was there “–her face was white now–” because we people who live in the fine house are criminals, coiners, forgers, the associates of thieves, using our respectability to cloak our criminal practices.”

“For Heaven’s sake, stop,” he cried, for the anguish in the girl’s face cut him like a knife.

“They took my father this afternoon–some man has turned King’s evidence. They took him because he is ‘Mr. Fox’–the head of–”

She reeled and he caught her.

They had reached an unfrequented part of the heath. Nobody was in sight and he laid her gently upon the grass.

She opened her eyes, and tried to sit up.

“Dick,” she whispered, and the name on her lips thrilled him, “help me out of my groove.”

“If I only could!” he groaned.

“You can, you can,” she said eagerly, “there is a way out for you and for me–we’ve both got a long way down the wrong road. We’ll start all over again. Dad’s gone and Tom’s gone, and the O.C is left without anyone to manage.” She smiled piteously. “Dick Selby, let me make you a man.”

“How–in the Lord’s name, how?” he demanded bitterly.

Before she could reply there was a crash of music behind them and they turned.

It was a gallant sight that held and fascinated them, as they knelt together, hand in hand.

A battalion of infantry, their arms glinting in the sunshine, were swinging back to barracks, behind their band. Ahead of them on a big horse, rode a man, solitary, aloof.

“The O.C,” she whispered, pointing, “that is the man who makes men–there is the way out, Dick, for you and for me!”




CHAPTER IV

DICK SELBY spent his last night of freedom in town. His good landlady paid to the last penny, he had left weeping pitiably; his clothing he had disposed of with no regret. Every debt paid, he found himself with a balance of ten shillings, on the strength of which he engaged a bed for one night at a little temperance hotel in Stamford Street.

He had no fixed plans for the evening, and when, after a modest tea, he began strolling aimlessly along the Strand, amidst the roar of traffic, it was less as the result of definite effort than from a desire to move, move, move in some direction–and think.

There were so many things to think about. The Brown Lady. She had given him the address of an aunt in Plymouth to whom she was going. Her father’s conviction was a foregone conclusion; her brother was a fugitive from justice. She was starting afresh as Dick was starting. Ahead was a new and a difficult part, rough-hewn and uneven to their tread, beset by a thousand thorny obstructions–but at the end of the way, though she had not said it in so many words, was a great happiness for them both.
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