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"That isn't what I mean," said Nicholas Devine, turning his eyes on his companion. "I mean pure horror in the sense of horror detached from experience, apart from reality. Not just a formless fear, which implies either fear of something that might happen, or fear of unknown dangers. Do you see what I mean?"
"Of course," said Pat, letting her eyes wander over the black expanse of night-dark Lake Michigan. "Certainly I see what you mean but I don't quite understand how you'd do it. It sounds—well, difficult."
She gazed at his lean profile, clear-cut against the distant light. He had turned, staring thoughtfully over the lake, idly fingering the levers on the steering wheel before him. The girl wondered a little at her feeling of contentment; she, Patricia Lane, satisfied to spend an evening in nothing more exciting than conversation! And they must have parked here a full two hours now. There was something about Nick—she didn't understand exactly what; sensitivity, charm, personality. Those were meaningless cliches, handles to hold the unexplainable nuances of character.
"It is difficult," resumed Nick. "Baudelaire tried it, Poe tried it. And in painting, Hogarth, Goya, Dore. Poe came closest, I think; he caught the essence of horror in an occasional poem or story. Don't you think so?"
"I don't know," said Pat. "I've forgotten most of my Poe."
"Remember that story of his—'The Black Cat'?"
"Dimly. The man murdered his wife."
"Yes. That isn't the part I mean. I mean the cat itself—the second cat. You know a cat, used rightly, can be a symbol of horror."
"Indeed
yes!" The girl shuddered. "I don't like the treacherous
beasts!"

"And
this cat of Poe's," continued Nick, warming to his subject.
"Just think of it—in the first place, it's black; element of
horror. Then, it's gigantic, unnaturally, abnormally large. And then
it's not all black—that would be inartistically perfect—but has a
formless white mark on its breast, a mark that little by little
assumes a fantastic form—do you remember what?"

"No."

"The
form of a gallows!"

"Oh!"
said the girl. "Ugh!"

"And
then—climax of genius—the eyes! Blind in one eye, the other a
baleful yellow orb! Do you feel it? A black cat, an enormous black
cat marked with a gallows, and lacking one eye, to make the other
even more terrible! Literary tricks, of course, but they work, and
  
that's
 genius!
Isn't it?"

"Genius!
Yes, if you call it that. The perverse genius of the Devil!"

"That's
what I want to write—what I will write some day." He watched
the play of lights on the restless surface of the waters. "Pure
horror, the epitome of the horrible. It could be written, but it
hasn't been yet; not even by Poe."

"That
little analysis of yours was bad enough, Nick! Why should you want to
improve on his treatment of the theme?"

"Because
I like to write, and because I'm interested in the horrible. Two good
reasons."

"Two
excuses, you mean. Of course, even if you'd succeed, you couldn't
force anyone to read it."

"If
I succeed, there'd be no need to force people. Success would mean
that the thing would be great literature, and even today, in these
times, there are still people to read that. And besides—" He
paused.

"Besides
what?"

"Everybody's
interested in the horrible. Even you are, whether or not you deny
it."

"I
certainly do deny it!"

"But
you are, Pat. It's natural to be."

"It
isn't!"

"Then
what is?"

"Interest
in people, and life, and gay times, and pretty things, and—and
one's self and one's own feelings. And the feelings of the people one
loves."

"Yes.
It comes to exactly the point I've been stressing. People are sordid,
life is hopeless, gay times are stupid, beauty is sensual, one's own
feelings are selfish. And love is carnal. That's the array of horrors
that holds your interest!"

The
girl laughed in exasperation. "Nick, you could out-argue your
name-sake, the Devil himself! Do you really believe that indictment
of the normal viewpoint?"

"I
do—often!"

"Now?"

"Now,"
he said, turning his gaze on Pat, "I have no feeling of it at
all. Now, right now, I don't believe it."

"Why
not?" she queried, smiling ingenuously at him.

"You,
obviously."

"Gracious!
I had no idea my logic was as convincing as that."

"Your
logic isn't. The rest of you is."

"That
sounds like a compliment," observed Pat. "If it is,"
she continued in a bantering tone, "it's the only one I can
recall obtaining from you."

"That's
because I seldom call attention to the obvious."

"And
that's another," laughed the girl. "I'll have to mark this
date in red on my calendar. It's entirely unique in our—let's
see—nearly a month's acquaintance."

"Is
it really so short a time? I know you so well that it must have taken
years. Every detail!" He closed his eyes. "Hair like black
silk, and oddly dark blue eyes—if I were writing a poem at the
moment, I'd call them violet. Tiny lips, the sort the Elizabethan
called bee-stung. Straight nose, and a figure that is a sort of
vest-pocket copy of Diana. Right?" He opened his eyes.

"Nice,
but exaggerated. And even if you were correct, that isn't Pat Lane,
the real Pat Lane. A camera could do better on a tenth of a second's
acquaintance!"

"Check!"
He closed his eyes again. "Personality, piquant. Character,
loyal, naturally happy, intelligent, but not serious. An intellectual
butterfly; a dilettante. Poised, cool, self-possessed, yet inherently
affectionate. A being untouched by reality, as yet, living in Chicago
and in a make-believe world at the same time." He paused, "How
old are you, Pat?"

"Twenty-two.
Why?"

"I
wondered how long one could manage to stay in the world of
make-believe. I'm twenty-six, and I'm long exiled."

"I
don't think you know what you mean by a make-believe world. I'm sure
I don't."

"Of
course you don't. You can't know and still remain there. It's like
being happy; once you realize it, it's no longer perfect."

"Then
don't explain!"

"Wouldn't
make any difference if I did, Pat. It's a queer world, like the
Sardoodledom of Sardou and the afternoon-tea school of playwrights.
All stage-settings and pretense, but it looks real while you're
watching, especially if you're one of the characters."

The
girl laughed. "You're a deliciously solemn sort, Nick. How would
you like to hear my analysis of you?"

"I
wouldn't!"

"You
inflicted yours on me, and I'm entitled to revenge. And so—you're
intelligent, lazy, dreamy, and with a fine perception of artistic
values. You're very alert to impressions of the senses—I mean
you're sensuous without being sensual. You're delightfully serious
without being somber, except sometimes. Sometimes I feel a hint, just
a thrilling hint, in your character, of something dangerously
darker—"

"Don't!"
said Nick sharply.

Pat
shot him a quick glance. "And you're frightened to death of
falling in love," she concluded imperturbably.

"Oh!
Do you think so?"

"I
do."

"Then
you're wrong! I can't be afraid of it, since I've known for the
better part of a month that I've been in love."

"With
me," said the girl.

"Yes,
with you!"

"Well!"
said Pat. "It never before took me a month to extract that
admission from a man. Is twenty-two getting old?"

"You're
a tantalizing imp!"

"And
so?" She pursed her lips, assuming an air of disappointment.
"What am I to do about it—scream for help? You haven't given
me anything to scream about."

The
kiss, Pat admitted to herself, was quite satisfactory. She yielded
herself to the pleasure of it; it was decidedly the best kiss she
had, in her somewhat limited experience, encountered. She pushed
herself away finally, with a little gasp, gazing bright-eyed at her
companion. He was staring down at her with serious eyes; there was a
tense twist to his mouth, and a curiously unexpected attitude of
unhappiness.

"Nick!"
she murmured. "Was it as bad as all that?"

"Bad!
Pat, does it mean you—care for me? A little, anyway?"

"A
little," she admitted. "Maybe more. Is that what makes you
look so forlorn?"

He
drew her closer to him. "How could I look forlorn, Honey, when
something like this has happened to me? That was just my way of
looking happy."

She
nestled as closely as the steering wheel permitted, drawing his arm
about her shoulders. "I hope you mean that, Nick."

"Then
  
you
 mean it? You
really do?"

"I
really do."

"I'm
glad," he said huskily. The girl thought she detected a strange
dubious note in his voice. She glanced at his face; his eyes were
gazing into the dim remoteness of the night horizon.

"Nick,"
she said, "why were you so—well, so reluctant about admitting
this? You must have known I—like you. I showed you that
deliberately in so many ways."

"I—I
wasn't quite sure."

"You
were! That isn't it, Nick. I had to practically browbeat you into
confessing you cared for me. Why?"

He
stepped on the starter; the motor ground into sudden life. The car
backed into the road, turning toward Chicago, that glared like a
false dawn in the southern sky.

"I
hope you never find out," he said.
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out," said Pat as the massive form of Dr. Carl Horker loomed in
the doorway. "Your treatments must be successful; Mother's out
playing bridge."

The
Doctor gave his deep, rumbling chuckle. "So much the better,
Pat. I don't feel professional anyway." He moved into the living
room, depositing his bulk on a groaning davenport. "And how's
yourself?"

"Too
well to be a patient of yours," retorted the girl. "Psychiatry!
The new religion! Just between friends, it's all applesauce, isn't
it?"

"If
I weren't trying to act in place of your father, I'd resent that,
young lady," said the Doctor placidly. "Psychiatry is a
definite science, and a pretty important one. Applied psychology, the
science of the human mind."

"If
said mind exists," added the girl, swinging her slim legs over
the arm of a chair.

"Correct,"
agreed the Doctor. "In my practice I find occasional evidence
that it does. Or did; your generation seems to have found
substitutes."

"Which
appears to work just as well!" laughed Pat. "All our
troubles are more or less inherited from your generation."

"Touche!"
admitted Dr. Horker. "But my generation also bequeathed you some
solid values which you don't know how to use."

"They've
been weighed and found wanting," said Pat airily. "We're
busy replacing them with our own values."

"Which
are certainly no better."

"Maybe
not, Doc, but at least they're ours."

"Yours
and Tom Paine's. I can't see that you young moderns have brought any
new ideas to the social scheme."

"New
or not, we're the first ones to give 'em a try-out. Your crowd took
it out in talk."

"That's
an insult," observed the Doctor cheerfully. "If I weren't
acting
   in loco
parentis
—"

"I
know! You'd give me a few licks in the spot popularly supposed to do
the most good! Well, that's part of a parent's privilege, isn't it?"

"You've
grown beyond the spanking age, my dear. Physically, if not
mentally—though I don't say the process would hurt me as much as
you. I'd doubtless enjoy it."

"Then
you might try sending me to bed without my dinner," the girl
laughed.

"That's
a doctor's prerogative, Pat. I've even done that to your Mother."

"In
other words, you're a complete flop as a parent. All the
responsibilities, and none of the privileges."

"That
expresses it."

"Well,
you elected yourself, Doc. It's not my fault you happened to live
next door."

"No.
It's my misfortune."

"And
I notice," remarked Pat wickedly, "that you're not too
thoroughly
   in loco

to neglect sending Mother a bill for services rendered!"

"My
dear girl, that's part of the treatment!"

"So?
And how?"

"I
furnish a bill just steep enough to keep your mother from indulging
too frequently in medical services. Without that little practical
check on her inclinations, she'd be a confirmed neurotic. One of
those sweet, resigned, professional invalids, you know."

"Then
why not send her a bill tall enough to cure her altogether?"

"She
might change to psychoanalysis or New Thought," chuckled the
Doctor. "Besides, your father wanted me to look after her, and
besides that, I like having the run of the house."

"Well,
I'm sure I don't mind," observed Pat. "We've a dog and a
canary bird, too."

"You're
in fine fettle this afternoon!" laughed her companion. "Must've
been a successful date last night."

"It
was." Her eyes turned suddenly dreamy.

"You're
in love again, Pat!" he accused.

"Again?
Why the 'again'?"

"Well,
there was Billy, and that Paul—"

"Oh,
those!" Her tone was contemptuous. "Merely passing fancies,
Doc. Just whims, dreams of the moment—in other words, puppy love."

"And
this? I suppose this is different—a grand passion?"

"I
don't know," she said, frowning abruptly. "He's nice,
but—odd. Attractive as—well, as the devil."

"Odd?
How?"

"Oh,
he's one of those minds you think we moderns lack."

"Intellectual,
eh? New variety for you; out of the usual run of your dancing
collegiates. I've often suspected that you picked your swains by the
length and lowness of their cars."

"Maybe
I did. That was one of the chief differences between them."

"How'd
you meet this mental paragon?"

"Billy
Fields dragged him around to one of those literary evenings he
affects—where they read Oscar Wilde and Eugene O'Neil aloud. Bill
met him at the library."

"And
he out-shone all the local lights, I perceive."

"He
surely did!" retorted Pat. "And he hardly said a word the
whole evening."

"He
wouldn't have to, if they're all like Billy! What's this prodigy's
specialty?"

"He
writes. I think—laugh if you want to!—I think perhaps he's a
genius."

"Well,"
said Doctor Horker, "even that's possible. It's been known to
occur, but rarely, to my knowledge, in your generation."

"Oh,
we're just dimmed by the glare of brilliance from yours." She
swung her legs to the floor, facing the Doctor. "Do you
psychiatrists actually
  
know
 anything about
love?" she queried.

"We're
supposed to."

"What
is it, then?"

"Just
a device of Nature's for perpetuating the species. Some organisms
manage without it, and do pretty well."

"Yes.
I've heard references to the poor fish!"

"Then
they're inaccurate; fish have primitive symptoms of eroticism. But
below the vertebrates, notably in the amoeba, I don't recall any
amorous habits."

"Then
your definition doesn't explain a thing, does it?"

"Not
to one of the victims, perhaps."

"Anyway,"
said Pat decisively, "I've heard of the old biological urge
before your kind analysis. It doesn't begin to explain why one should
be attracted to this person and repelled by that one. Does it?"

"No,
but Freud does. The famous Oedipus Complex."

"That's
the love of son for mother, or daughter for father, isn't it? And I
don't see how that clears up anything; for example, I can just barely
remember my father."

"That's
plenty. It could be some little trait in these swains of yours, some
unimportant mannerism that recalls that memory. Or there's that
portrait of him in the hall—the one under the mellow red light. It
might happen that you'd see one of these chaps under a similar light
in some attitude that brings the picture to mind—or a hundred other
possibilities."

"Doesn't
sound entirely convincing," objected Pat with a thoughtful
frown.

"Well,
submit to the proper treatments, and I'll tell you exactly what
caused each and every one of your little passing fancies. You can't
expect me to hit it first guess."

"Thanks,
no! That's one of these courses where you tell the doctor all your
secrets, and I prefer to keep what few I have."

"Good
judgment, Pat. By the way, you said this chap was odd. Does that mean
merely that he writes? I've known perfectly normal people who wrote."

"No,"
she said, "it isn't that. It's—he's so sweet and gentle and
manageable most of the time, but sometimes he has such a thrilling
spark of mastery that it almost scares me. It's puzzling but
fascinating, if you grasp my import."

"Huh!
He's probably a naturally selfish fellow who's putting on a good show
of gentleness for your benefit. Those flashes of tyranny are probably
his real character in moment of forgetfulness."

"You
doctors can explain anything, can't you?"

"That's
our business. It's what we're paid for."

"Well,
you're wrong this time. I know Nick well enough to know if he's
acting. His personality is just what I said—gentle, sensitive, and
yet—It's perplexing, and that's a good part of his charm."

"Then
it's not such a serious case you've got," mocked the doctor.
"When you're cool enough to analyze your own feelings, and
dissect the elements of the chap's attraction, you're not in any
danger."

"Danger!
I can look out for myself, thanks. That's one thing we mindless
moderns learn young, and don't let me catch you puttering around in
my romances!
   In loco
parentis
 or just
plain loco, you'll get the licking instead of me!"

"Believe
me, Pat, if I wanted to experiment with affairs of the heart, I'd not
pick a spit-fire like you as the subject."

"Well,
Doctor Carl, you're warned!"

"This
Nick," observed the Doctor, "must be quite a fellow to get
the princess of the North Side so het up. What's the rest of his
cognomen?"

"Nicholas
Devine. Romantic, isn't it?"

"Devine,"
muttered Horker. "I don't know any Devines. Who are his people?"

"Hasn't
any."

"How
does he live? By his writing?"

"Don't
know. I gathered that he lives on some income left by his parents.
What's the difference, anyway?"

"None.
None at all." The other wrinkled his brows thoughtfully. "There
was a colleague of mine, a Dr. Devine; died a good many years ago.
Reputation wasn't anything to brag about; was a little off balance
mentally."

"Well,
Nick isn't!" snapped Pat with some asperity.

"I'd
like to meet him."

"He's
coming over tonight."

"So'm
I. I want to see your mother." He rose ponderously. "If
she's not playing bridge again!"

"Well,
look him over," retorted Pat. "And I think your knowledge
of love is a decided flop. I think you're woefully ignorant on the
subject."

"Why's
that?"

"If
you'd known anything about it, you could have married mother some
time during the last seventeen years. Lord knows you've tried, and
all you've attained is the state of
  
in loco parentis

instead of
   parens
."
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do you charge—by the hour?" asked Pat, as Doctor Horker
returned from the hall. The sound of her mother's departing footsteps
pattered on the porch.

"Of
course, Young One; like a plumber."

"Then
your rates per minute must be colossal! The only time you ever see
Mother is a moment or so between bridge games."

"I
add on the time I waste with you, my dear. Such as now, waiting to
look over that odd swain of yours. Didn't you say he'd be over this
evening?"

"Yes,
but it's not worth your rates to have him psychoanalyzed. I can do as
well myself."

"All
right, Pat. I'll give you a sample analysis free," chuckled the
Doctor, distributing his bulk comfortably on the davenport.

"I
don't like free trials," she retorted. "I sent for a
beauty-culture book once, on free trial. I was twelve years only, and
returned it in seven days, but I'm still getting sales letters in the
mails. I must be on every sucker list in the country."

"So
that's the secret of your charm."

"What
is?"

"You
must have read the book, I mean. If you remember the title, I might
try it myself. Think it'd help?"

"Dr.
Carl," laughed the girl, "you don't need a book on beauty
culture—you need one on bridge! It's that atrocious game you play
that's bothering Mother."

"Indeed?
I shouldn't be surprised if you were right; I've suspected that."

"Save
your surprise for when I'm wrong, Doc. You'll suffer much less from
shock."

"Confident
little brat! You're apt to get that knocked out of you some day,
though I hope you never do."

"I
can take it," grinned Pat.

"No
doubt you can, but you're an adept at handing it out. Where's this
chap of yours?"

"He'll
be along. No one's ever stood me up on a date yet."

"I
can understand that, you imp! Is that the famous Nick?" he
queried as a car purred to a stop beyond the windows.

"No
one else!" said the girl, glancing out. "The Big Thrill in
person."

She
darted to the door. Horker turned casually to watch her as she opened
it, surveying Nicholas Devine with professional nonchalance. He
entered, tall, slender, with his thin sensitive features sharply
outlined in the light of the hall. He cast a quick glance toward the
Doctor; the latter noted the curious amber-green eyes of the lad, set
wide in the lean face, deep, speculative, the eyes of a dreamer.

"Evening,
Nick," Pat was bubbling. The newcomer gave her a hasty smile,
with another glance at the Doctor. "Don't mind Dr. Carl,"
she continued. "Aren't you going to kiss me? It irks the medico,
and I never miss a chance."

Nicholas
flushed in embarrassment; he gestured hesitantly, then placed a hasty
peck of a kiss on the girl's forehead. He reddened again at the
Doctor's rumble of "Young imp of Satan!"

"Not
very good," said Pat reflectively, obviously enjoying the
situation. "I've known you to do better." She pulled him
toward the arch of the living room. "Come meet Dr. Horker. Dr.
Carl, this is the aforesaid Nicholas Devine."

"Dr.
Horker," repeated the lad, smiling diffidently. "You're the
psychiatrist and brain specialist, aren't you, Sir?"

"So
my patients believe," rumbled the massive Doctor, rising at the
introduction, and grasping the youth's hand. "And you're the
genius Patricia has been raving about. I'm glad to have the chance of
looking you over."

Nick
gave the girl a harassed glance, shifting uncomfortably, and patently
at a loss for a reply. She grinned mischievously.

"Sit
down, both of you," she suggested helpfully. She seized his hat
from the reluctant hands of Nick, sailing it carelessly to a chair.

"So!"
boomed the Doctor, lowering his great bulk again to the davenport. He
eyed the youth sitting nervously before him. "Devine, did you
say?"

"Yes,
sir."

"I
knew a Devine once. Colleague of mine."

"A
doctor? My father was a doctor."

"Dr.
Stuart Devine?"

"Yes,
sir." He paused. "Did you say you knew him, Dr. Horker?"

"Slightly,"
rumbled the other. "Only slightly."

"I
don't remember him at all, of course, I was very young when he—and
my mother too—died."

"You
must have been. Patricia claims you write."

"I
try."

"What
sort of material?"

"Why—any
sort. Prose or poetry; what I feel like writing."

"Whatever
inspires you, I suppose?"

"Yes,
sir." The lad flushed again.

"Ever
have anything published?"

"Yes,
sir. In
   Nation's
Poetry
."

"Never
heard of it."

"It
has a large circulation," said Nick apologetically.

"Humph!
Well, that's something. Whom do you like?"

"Whom
do I like?" The youth's tone was puzzled.

"What
authors—writers?"

"Oh."
He cast another uncomfortable glance at Pat. "Why—I like
Baudelaire, and Poe, and Swinburne, and Villon, and—"

"Decadents,
all of them!" sniffed the Doctor. "What prose writers?"

"Well—"
He hesitated—"Poe again, and Stern, and Rabelais—"

"Rabelais!"
Horker's voice boomed. "Well! Your taste can't be as bad as I
thought, then. There's one we agree on, anyway. And I notice you name
no moderns, which is another good point."

"I
haven't read many moderns, sir."

"That's
in your favor."

"Cut
it!" put in Pat with assumed sharpness. "You've taken
enough whacks at my generation for one day."

"I'm
glad to find one of your generation who agrees with me,"
chuckled the Doctor. "At least to the extent of not reading its
works."

"I'll
teach him," grinned Pat. "I'll have him writing vess libre,
and maybe even dadaism, in a week."

"Maybe
it won't be much loss," grunted Horker. "I haven't seen any
of his work yet."

"We'll
bring some around sooner or later. We will, won't we, Nick?"

"Of
course, if you want to. But—"

"He's
going to say something modest," interrupted the girl. "He's
in the retiring mood now, but he's apt to change any moment, and snap
your surly head off."

"Humph!
I'd like to see it."

"So'd
I," retorted Pat. "You've had it coming all day; maybe I'll
do it myself."

"You
have, my dear, innumerable times. But I'm like the Hydra, except that
I grow only one head to replace the one you snap off." He turned
again to Nicholas. "Do you work?"

"Yes,
sir. At my writing."

"I
mean how do you live?"

"Why,"
said the youth, reddening again in embarrassment, "my parents—"

"Listen!"
said Pat. "That's enough of Dr. Carl's cross examination. You'd
think he was a Victorian father who had just been approached for his
daughter's hand. We haven't whispered any news of an engagement to
you, have we, Doc?"

"No,
but I'm acting—"

"Sure.
  
In loco parentis.

We know that."

"You're
incorrigible, Pat! I wash my hands of you. Run along, if you're going
out."

"You'll
be telling me never to darken my own door again in the next breath!"
She stretched forth a diminutive foot at the extremity of a
superlatively attractive ankle, caught Nick's hat on her toe, and
kicked it expertly to his lap. "Come on, Nick. There's a moon."

"There
is not!" objected the Doctor huffily. "It rises at four, as
you ought to know. You didn't see it last night, did you?"

"I
didn't notice," said the girl. "Come on, Nick, and we'll
watch it rise tonight. We'll check up on the Doctor's astronomy, or
is it chronology?"

"You
do and I'll know it! I can hear you come home, you imp!"

"Nice
neighbor," observed Pat airily, as she stepped to the door.
"I'll bet you peek out of the window, too."

She
ignored the Doctor's irritated rumble as she passed into the hall,
where Nick, after a diffident murmur of farewell to Horker, followed.
She caught up a light cape, which he draped about her shoulders.

"Nick,"
she said, "suppose you run out to the car and wait. I think I've
stepped too hard on Dr. Carl's corns, and I want to give him a little
cheering up. Will you?"

"Of
course, Pat."

She
darted back into the living room, perching on the arm of the
davenport beside the Doctor.

"Well?"
she said, running her hand through his grizzled hair. "What's
the verdict?"

"Seems
like a nice kid," grumbled Horker reluctantly. "Nice
enough, but introverted, repressed, and I shouldn't be surprised to
find him anti-social. Doesn't adjust easily to his environment; takes
refuge in a dream world of his own."

"That's
what he accuses me of doing," grinned Pat. "That all you've
got against him?"

"That's
all, but where's that streak of mastery you mentioned? You lead him
around on a leash!"

"It
didn't show up tonight. That's the thrill—the unexpectedness of
it."

"Bah!
You must've dreamed it. There's no more aggressiveness in that lad
than in KoKo, your canary."

"Don't
you believe it, Dr. Carl! The trouble is that he's a genius, and
that's where your psychology falls flat."

"Genius,"
said the Doctor oracularly, "is a sublimation of qualities—"

"I'll
tell you tomorrow how sublime the qualities are," called Pat as
she skipped out of the door.
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car slid smoothly along a straight white road that stretched ahead
into the darkness like an earth-bound Milky Way. In the dim distance
before them, red as Antares, glowed the tail-light of some
automobile; except for this lone evidence of humanity, reflected Pat,
they might have been flashing through the cosmic depths of
interstellar space, instead of following a highway in the very shadow
of Chicago. The colossal city of the lake-shore was invisible behind
them, and the clustering suburbs with it.

"Queer,
isn't it?" said Pat, after a silence, "how contented we can
be with none of the purchased amusement people crave—shows, movies,
dancing, and all that."

"It
doesn't seem queer to me," answered Nick. "Not when I look
at you here beside me."

"Nice
of you!" retorted Pat. "But it's never happened to me
before." She paused, then continued, "How do you like the
Doctor?"

"How
does he like me? That's considerably more to the point, isn't it?"

"He
thinks you're nice, but—let's see—introverted, repressed, and
ill-adjusted to your environment. I think those were the points."

"Well,
  
I
 liked
  
him
, in spite of
your manoeuvers, and in spite of his being a doctor."

"What's
wrong with being a doctor?"

"Did
you ever read 'Tristram Shandy'?" was Nick's irrelevant
response.

"No,
but I read the newspapers!"

"What's
the connection, Pat?"

"Just
as much connection as there is between the evils of being a doctor
and reading 'Tristram Shandy'. I know that much about the book, at
least."

"You're
nearly right," laughed Nick. "I was just referring to one
of Tristram's remarks on doctors and lawyers. It fits my attitude."

"What's
the remark?"

"Well,
he had the choice of professions, and it occurred to him that
medicine and law were the vulture professions, since lawyers live by
men's quarrels and doctors by men's misfortunes. So—he became a
writer."

"And
what do writers live by?" queried Pat mischievously. "By
men's stupidity!"

"You're
precious, Pat!" Nick chuckled delightedly. "If I'd created
you to order, I couldn't have planned you more to taste—pepper,
tabasco sauce, vinegar, spice, and honey!"

"And
to be taken with a grain of salt," retorted the girl, puckering
her piquant, impish features. She edged closer to him, locking her
arm through his where it rested on the steering wheel.

"Nick,"
she said, her tones suddenly gentle, "I think I'm pretty crazy
about you. Heaven knows why I should be, but it's a fact."

"Pat,
dear!"

"I'm
crazy about you in this meek, sensitive pose of yours, and I'm
fascinated by those masterful moments you flash occasionally. Really,
Nick, I almost wish you flamed out oftener."

"Don't!"
he said sharply.

"Why
not?"

"Let's
not talk about me, Pat. It—embarrasses me."

"All
right, Mr. Modesty! Let's talk about me, then. I'll promise we won't
succeed in embarrassing me."

"And
it's quite the most interesting subject in the world, Pat."

"Well,
then?"

"What?"

"Why
don't you start talking? The topic is all attention."

He
chuckled. "How many men have told you you were beautiful, Pat?"

"I
never kept account."

"And
in many different ways?"

"Why?
Have you, perchance, discovered a new way, Nick?"

"Not
at all. The oldest way of any, the way of Sappho and Pindar."

"O-ooh!"
She clapped her hands in mock delight. "Poetry!"

"The
only medium that could possibly express how lovely you are,"
said Nick.

"Nicholas,
have you gone and composed a poem to me?"

"Composed?
No. It isn't necessary, with you here beside me."

"What's
that? Some very subtle compliment?"

"Not
subtle, Pat. You're the poem yourself; all I need do is look at you,
listen to you, and translate."

"Neat!"
applauded the girl. "Do I hear the translation?"

"You
certainly do." He turned his odd amber-green eyes on her, then
bent forward to the road. He began to speak in a low voice.






"In
no far country's silent ways

Shall
I forget one little thing—

The
soft intentness of your gaze,

The
sweetness of your murmuring

Your
generously tender praise,

The
words just hinted by a breath—

In
no far country's silent way,

Unless
that country's name be Death—"

He
paused abruptly, and drove silently onward.

"Oh,"
breathed Pat. "Why don't you go on, Nick? Please."

"No.
It isn't the mood for this night, Dear. Not this night, alone with
you."

"What
is, then?"

"Nothing
sentimental. Something lighter, something—oh, Elizabethan. That's
it."

"And
what's stopping you?"

"Lack
of an available idea. Or—wait. Listen a moment." He began,
this time in a tone of banter.

"When
mornings, you attire yourself

For
riding in the city,

You're
such a lovely little elf,

Extravagantly
pretty!

And
when at noon you deign to wear

The
habit of the town,

I
cannot call to mind as fair

A
symphony in brown.

"Then
evenings, you blithely don

A
daintiness of white,

To
flash a very paragon

Of
lightsomeness—and light!

But
when the rounds of pleasure cease,

And
you retire at night,

The
Godling on your mantelpiece

Must
know a fairer sight!"

"Sweet!"
laughed Pat. "But personal. And anyway, how do you know I've a
godling on my mantel? Don't you credit me with any modesty?"

"If
you haven't, you should have! The vision I mentioned ought to enliven
even a statue."

"Well,"
said the girl, "I have one—a jade Buddha, and with all the
charms I flash before him nightly, he's never batted an eyelash.
Explain that!"

"Easily.
He's green with envy, and frozen with admiration, and struck dumb by
wonder."

"Heavens!
I suppose I ought to be thankful you didn't say he was petrified with
fright!" Pat laughed. "Oh Nick," she continued, in a
voice gone suddenly dreamy, "this
  
is
 marvelous, isn't
it? I mean our enjoying ourselves so completely, and our being
satisfied to be so alone. Why, we've never even danced together."

"So
we haven't. That's a subterfuge we haven't needed, isn't it?"

"It
is," replied the girl, dropping her glossy gleaming black head
against his shoulder. "And besides, it's much more satisfactory
to be held in your arms in private, instead of in the midst of a
crowd, and sitting down, instead of standing up. But I should like to
dance with you, Nick," she concluded.

"We'll
go dancing, then, whenever you like."

"You're
delightfully complaisant, Nick. But—you're puzzling." She
glanced up at him. "You're so—so reluctant. Here we've been
driving an hour, and you haven't tried to kiss me a single time, and
yet I'm quite positive you care for me."

"Lord,
Pat!" he muttered. "You never need doubt that."

"Then
what is it? Are you so spiritual and ethereal, or is my attraction
for you just sort of intellectual? Or—are you afraid?" As he
made no reply, she continued, "Or are those poems you spout
about my physical charms just—poetic license?"

"They're
not, and you know it!" he snapped. "You've a mirror,
haven't you? And other fellows than I have taken you around, haven't
they?"

"Oh,
I've been taken around! That's what perplexes me about you, Nick. I'd
think you were actually afraid of kissing me if it weren't—"
Her voice trailed into silence, and she stared speculatively ahead at
the ribbon of road that rolled steadily into the headlights' glare.

She
broke the interval of wordlessness. "What is it, Nick?" she
resumed almost pleadingly. "You've hinted at something now and
then. Please—you don't have to hesitate to tell me; I'm modern
enough to forgive things past, entanglements, affairs, disgraces, or
anything like that. Don't you think I should know?"

"You'd
know," he said huskily, "if I could tell you."

"Then
there is something, Nick!" She pressed his arm against her.
"Tell me, isn't there?"

"I
don't know." There was the suggestion of a groan in his voice.

"You
don't know! I can't understand."

"I
can't either. Please, Pat, let's not spoil tonight; if I could tell
you, I would. Why, Pat, I love you—I'm terribly, deeply, solemnly
in love with you."

"And
I with you, Nick." She gazed ahead, where the road rose over the
arch of a narrow bridge. The speeding car lifted to the rise like a
zooming plane.

And
suddenly, squarely in the center of the road, another car, until now
concealed by the arch of the bridge, appeared almost upon them. There
was a heart-stopping moment when a collision seemed inevitable, and
Pat felt the arm against her tighten convulsively into a bar of
steel. She heard her own sobbing gasp, and then, somehow, they had
slipped unscathed between the other car and the rail of the bridge.

"Oh!"
she gasped faintly, then with a return of breath, "That was
nice, Nick!"

Beyond
the bridge, the road widened once more; she felt the car slowing,
edging toward the broad shoulder of the road.

"There
was danger," said her companion in tones as emotionless as the
rasping of metal. "I came to save it."

"Save
what?" queried Pat as the car slid to a halt on the turf.

"Your
body." The tones were still cold, like grinding wheels. "The
beauty of your body!"

He
reached a thin hand toward her, suddenly seized her skirt and
snatched it above the silken roundness of her knees. "There,"
he rasped. "That is what I mean."

"Nick!"
Pat half-screamed in appalled astonishment. "How—" She
paused, shocked into abrupt silence, for the face turned toward her
was but a remote, evil caricature of Nicholas Devine's. It leered at
her out of blood-shot eyes, as if behind the mask of Nick's face
peered a red-eyed demon.






                
                

















