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It would not be fair to record the adventures of Father Brown,
without admitting that he was once involved in a grave scandal. There
still are persons, perhaps even of his own community, who would say
that there was a sort of blot upon his name. It happened in a
picturesque Mexican road-house of rather loose repute, as appeared
later; and to some it seemed that for once the priest had allowed a
romantic streak in him, and his sympathy for human weakness, to lead
him into loose and unorthodox action. The story in itself was a
simple one; and perhaps the whole surprise of it consisted in its
simplicity.

Burning Troy began with Helen; this disgraceful story began with
the beauty of Hypatia Potter. Americans have a great power, which
Europeans do not always appreciate, of creating institutions from
below; that is by popular initiative. Like every other good thing, it
has its lighter aspects; one of which, as has been remarked by Mr
Wells and others, is that a person may become a public institution
without becoming an official institution. A girl of great beauty or
brilliancy will be a sort of uncrowned queen, even if she is not a
Film Star or the original of a Gibson Girl. Among those who had the
fortune, or misfortune, to exist beautifully in public in this
manner, was a certain Hypatia Hard, who had passed through the
preliminary stage of receiving florid compliments in society
paragraphs of the local press, to the position of one who is actually
interviewed by real pressmen. On War and Peace and Patriotism and
Prohibition and Evolution and the Bible she had made her
pronouncements with a charming smile; and if none of them seemed very
near to the real grounds of her own reputation, it was almost equally
hard to say what the grounds of her reputation really were. Beauty,
and being the daughter of a rich man, are things not rare in her
country; but to these she added whatever it is that attracts the
wandering eye of journalism. Next to none of her admirers had even
seen her, or even hoped to do so; and none of them could possibly
derive any sordid benefit from her father's wealth. It was simply a
sort of popular romance, the modern substitute for mythology; and it
laid the first foundations of the more turgid and tempestuous sort of
romance in which she was to figure later on; and in which many held
that the reputation of Father Brown, as well as of others, had been
blown to rags.

It was accepted, sometimes romantically, sometimes resignedly, by
those whom American satire has named the Sob Sisters, that she had
already married a very worthy and respectable business man of the
name of Potter. It was even possible to regard her for a moment as
Mrs Potter, on the universal understanding that her husband was only
the husband of Mrs Potter.

Then came the Great Scandal, by which her friends and enemies were
horrified beyond their wildest hopes. Her name was coupled (as the
queer phrase goes) with a literary man living in Mexico; in status an
American, but in spirit a very Spanish American. Unfortunately his
vices resembled her virtues, in being good copy. He was no less a
person than the famous or infamous Rudel Romanes; the poet whose
works had been so universally popularized by being vetoed by
libraries or prosecuted by the police. Anyhow, her pure and placid
star was seen in conjunction with this comet. He was of the sort to
be compared to a comet, being hairy and hot; the first in his
portraits, the second in his poetry. He was also destructive; the
comet's tail was a trail of divorces, which some called his success
as a lover and some his prolonged failure as a husband. It was hard
on Hypatia; there are disadvantages in conducting the perfect private
life in public; like a domestic interior in a shop-window.
Interviewers reported doubtful utterances about Love's Larger Law of
Supreme Self-Realization. The Pagans applauded. The Sob Sisterhood
permitted themselves a note of romantic regret; some having even the
hardened audacity to quote from the poem of Maud Mueller, to the
effect that of all the words of tongue or pen, the saddest are 'It
might have been.' And Mr Agar P. Rock, who hated the Sob Sisterhood
with a holy and righteous hatred, said that in this case he
thoroughly agreed with Bret Harte's emendation of the poem:






'More sad are those we daily see;
it is, but it hadn't ought to
be.'






For Mr Rock was very firmly and rightly convinced that a very
large number of things hadn't ought to be. He was a slashing and
savage critic of national degeneration, on the Minneapolis Meteor,
and a bold and honest man. He had perhaps come to specialize too much
in the spirit of indignation, but it had had a healthy enough origin
in his reaction against sloppy attempts to confuse right and wrong in
modern journalism and gossip. He expressed it first in the form of a
protest against an unholy halo of romance being thrown round the
gunman and the gangster. Perhaps he was rather too much inclined to
assume, in robust impatience, that all gangsters were Dagos and that
all Dagos were gangsters. But his prejudices, even when they were a
little provincial, were rather refreshing after a certain sort of
maudlin and unmanly hero-worship, which was ready to regard a
professional murderer as a leader of fashion, so long as the pressmen
reported that his smile was irresistible or his tuxedo was all right.
Anyhow, the prejudices did not boil the less in the bosom of Mr Rock,
because he was actually in the land of the Dagos when this story
opens; striding furiously up a hill beyond the Mexican border, to the
white hotel, fringed with ornamental palms, in which it was supposed
that the Potters were staying and that the mysterious Hypatia now
held her court. Agar Rock was a good specimen of a Puritan, even to
look at; he might even have been a virile Puritan of the seventeenth
century, rather than the softer and more sophisticated Puritan of the
twentieth. If you had told him that his antiquated black hat and
habitual black frown, and fine flinty features, cast a gloom over the
sunny land of palms and vines, he would have been very much
gratified. He looked to right and left with eyes bright with
universal suspicions. And, as he did so, he saw two figures on the
ridge above him, outlined against the clear sub-tropical sunset;
figures in a momentary posture which might have made even a less
suspicious man suspect something.

One of the figures was rather remarkable in itself. It was poised
at the exact angle of the turning road above the valley, as if by an
instinct for the site as well as the attitude of statuary. It was
wrapt in a great black cloak, in the Byronic manner, and the head
that rose above it in swarthy beauty was remarkably like Byron's.
This man had the same curling hair and curling nostrils; and he
seemed to be snorting something of the same scorn and indignation
against the world. He grasped in his hand a rather long cane or
walking-stick, which having a spike of the sort used for
mountaineering, carried at the moment a fanciful suggestion of a
spear. It was rendered all the more fanciful by something comically
contradictory in the figure of the other man, who carried an
umbrella. It was indeed a new and neatly-rolled umbrella, very
different, for instance, from Father Brown's umbrella: and he was
neatly clad like a clerk in light holiday clothes; a stumpy stoutish
bearded man; but the prosaic umbrella was raised and even brandished
at an acute angle of attack. The taller man thrust back at him, but
in a hasty defensive manner; and then the scene rather collapsed into
comedy; for the umbrella opened of itself and its owner almost seemed
to sink behind it, while the other man had the air of pushing his
spear through a great grotesque shield. But the other man did not
push it, or the quarrel, very far; he plucked out the point, turned
away impatiently and strode down the road; while the other, rising
and carefully refolding his umbrella, turned in the opposite
direction towards the hotel. Rock had not heard any of the words of
the quarrel, which must have immediately preceded this brief and
rather absurd bodily conflict; but as he went up the road in the
track of the short man with the beard, he revolved many things. And
the romantic cloak and rather operatic good looks of the one man,
combined with the sturdy self-assertion of the other, fitted in with
the whole story which he had come to seek; and he knew that he could
have fixed those two strange figures with their names: Romanes and
Potter.

His view was in every way confirmed when he entered the pillared
porch; and heard the voice of the bearded man raised high in
altercation or command. He was evidently speaking to the manager or
staff of the hotel, and Rock heard enough to know that he was warning
them of a wild and dangerous character in the neighbourhood.

'If he's really been to the hotel already,' the little man was
saying, in answer to some murmur, 'all I can say is that you'd better
not let him in again. Your police ought to be looking after a fellow
of that sort, but anyhow, I won't have the lady pestered with him.'

Rock listened in grim silence and growing conviction; then he slid
across the vestibule to an alcove where he saw the hotel register and
turning to the last page, saw 'the fellow' had indeed been to the
hotel already. There appeared the name of 'Rudel Romanes,' that
romantic public character, in very large and florid foreign
lettering; and after a space under it, rather close together, the
names of Hypatia Potter and Ellis T. Potter, in a correct and quite
American handwriting.

Agar Rock looked moodily about him, and saw in the surroundings
and even the small decorations of the hotel everything that he hated
most. It is perhaps unreasonable to complain of oranges growing on
orange-trees, even in small tubs; still more of their only growing on
threadbare curtains or faded wallpapers as a formal scheme of
ornament. But to him those red and golden moons, decoratively
alternated with silver moons, were in a queer way the quintessence of
all moonshine. He saw in them all that sentimental deterioration
which his principles deplored in modern manners, and which his
prejudices vaguely connected with the warmth and softness of the
South. It annoyed him even to catch sight of a patch of dark canvas,
half-showing a Watteau shepherd with a guitar, or a blue tile with a
common-place design of a Cupid on a dolphin. His common sense would
have told him that he might have seen these things in a shop-window
on Fifth Avenue; but where they were, they seemed like a taunting
siren voice of the Paganism of the Mediterranean. And then suddenly,
the look of all these things seemed to alter, as a still mirror will
flicker when a figure has flashed past it for a moment; and he knew
the whole room was full of a challenging presence. He turned almost
stiffly, and with a sort of resistance, and knew that he was facing
the famous Hypatia, of whom he had read and heard for so many years.

Hypatia Potter, nee Hard, was one of those people to whom the word
'radiant' really does apply definitely and derivatively. That is, she
allowed what the papers called her Personality to go out from her in
rays. She would have been equally beautiful, and to some tastes more
attractive, if she had been self-contained; but she had always been
taught to believe that self-containment was only selfishness. She
would have said that she had lost Self in Service; it would perhaps
be truer to say that she had asserted Self in Service; but she was
quite in good faith about the service. Therefore her outstanding
starry blue eyes really struck outwards, as in the old metaphor that
made eyes like Cupid's darts, killing at a distance; but with an
abstract conception of conquest beyond any mere coquetry. Her pale
fair hair, though arranged in a saintly halo, had a look of almost
electric radiation. And when she understood that the stranger before
her was Mr Agar Rock, of the Minneapolis Meteor, her eyes took on
themselves the range of long searchlights, sweeping the horizon of
the States.

But in this the lady was mistaken; as she sometimes was. For Agar
Rock was not Agar Rock of the Minneapolis Meteor. He was at that
moment merely Agar Rock; there had surged up in him a great and
sincere moral impulsion, beyond the coarse courage of the
interviewer. A feeling profoundly mixed of a chivalrous and national
sensibility to beauty, with an instant itch for moral action of some
definite sort, which was also national, nerved him to face a great
scene; and to deliver a noble insult. He remembered the original
Hypatia, the beautiful Neo-Platonist, and how he had been thrilled as
a boy by Kingsley's romance in which the young monk denounces her for
harlotries and idolatries. He confronted her with an iron gravity and
said:

'If you'll pardon me. Madam, I should like to have a word with you
in private.'

'Well,' she said, sweeping the room with her splendid gaze, 'I
don't know whether you consider this place private.'

Rock also gazed round the room and could see no sign of life less
vegetable than the orange trees, except what looked like a large
black mushroom, which he recognized as the hat of some native priest
or other, stolidly smoking a black local cigar, and otherwise as
stagnant as any vegetable. He looked for a moment at the heavy,
expressionless features, noting the rudeness of that peasant type
from which priests so often come, in Latin and especially
Latin-American countries; and lowered his voice a little as he
laughed.

'I don't imagine that Mexican padre knows our language,' he said.
'Catch those lumps of laziness learning any language but their own.
Oh, I can't swear he's a Mexican; he might be anything; mongrel
Indian or nigger, I suppose. But I'll answer for it he's not an
American. Our ministries don't produce that debased type.'

'As a matter of fact,' said the debased type, removing his black
cigar, 'I'm English and my name is Brown. But pray let me leave you
if you wish to be private.'

'If you're English,' said Rock warmly, 'you ought to have some
normal Nordic instinct for protesting against all this nonsense.
Well, it's enough to say now that I'm in a position to testify that
there's a pretty dangerous fellow hanging round this place; a tall
fellow in a cloak, like those pictures of crazy poets.'

'Well, you can't go much by that,' said the priest mildly; 'a lot
of people round here use those cloaks, because the chill strikes very
suddenly after sunset.'

Rock darted a dark and doubtful glance at him; as if suspecting
some evasion in the interests of all that was symbolized to him by
mushroom hats and moonshine. 'It wasn't only the cloak,' he growled,
'though it was partly the way he wore it. The whole look of the
fellow was theatrical, down to his damned theatrical good looks. And
if you'll forgive me, Madam, I strongly advise you to have nothing to
do with him, if he comes bothering here. Your husband has already
told the hotel people to keep him out—'

Hypatia sprang to her feet and, with a very unusual gesture,
covered her face, thrusting her fingers into her hair. She seemed to
be shaken, possibly with sobs, but by the time she had recovered they
had turned into a sort of wild laughter.

'Oh, you are all too funny,' she said, and, in a way very unusual
with her, ducked and darted to the door and disappeared.

'Bit hysterical when they laugh like that,' said Rock
uncomfortably; then, rather at a loss, and turning to the little
priest: 'as I say, if you're English, you ought really to be on my
side against these Dagos, anyhow. Oh, I'm not one of those who talk
tosh about Anglo-Saxons; but there is such a thing as history. You
can always claim that America got her civilization from England.'

'Also, to temper our pride,' said Father Brown, 'we must always
admit that England got her civilization from Dagos.'

Again there glowed in the other's mind the exasperated sense that
his interlocutor was fencing with him, and fencing on the wrong side,
in some secret and evasive way; and he curtly professed a failure to
comprehend.

'Well, there was a Dago, or possibly a Wop, called Julius Caesar,'
said Father Brown; 'he was afterwards killed in a stabbing match; you
know these Dagos always use knives. And there was another one called
Augustine, who brought Christianity to our little island; and really,
I don't think we should have had much civilization without those
two.'

'Anyhow, that's all ancient history,' said the somewhat irritated
journalist, 'and I'm very much interested in modern history. What I
see is that these scoundrels are bringing Paganism to our country,
and destroying all the Christianity there is. Also destroying all the
common sense there is. All settled habits, all solid social order,
all the way in which the farmers who were our fathers and
grandfathers did manage to live in the world, melted into a hot mush
by sensations and sensualities about filmstars who divorced every
month or so, and make every silly girl think that marriage is only a
way of getting divorced.'

'You are quite right,' said Father Brown. 'Of course I quite agree
with you there. But you must make some allowances. Perhaps these
Southern people are a little prone to that sort of fault. You must
remember that Northern people have other kinds of faults. Perhaps
these surroundings do encourage people to give too rich an importance
to mere romance.'

The whole integral indignation of Agar Rock's life rose up within
him at the word.

'I hate Romance,' he said, hitting the little table before him.
'I've fought the papers I worked for for forty years about the
infernal trash. Every blackguard bolting with a barmaid is called a
romantic elopement or something; and now our own Hypatia Hard, a
daughter of a decent people, may get dragged into some rotten
romantic divorce case, that will be trumpeted to the whole world as
happily as a royal wedding. This mad poet Romanes is hanging round
her; and you bet the spotlight will follow him, as if he were any
rotten little Dago who is called the Great Lover on the films. I saw
him outside; and he's got the regular spotlight face. Now my
sympathies are with decency and common sense. My sympathies are with
poor Potter, a plain straightforward broker from Pittsburgh, who
thinks he has a right to his own home. And he's making a fight for
it, too. I heard him hollering at the management, telling them to
keep that rascal out; and quite right too. The people here seem a sly
and slinky lot; but I rather fancy he's put the fear of God into them
already.'

'As a matter of fact,' said Father Brown, 'I rather agree with you
about the manager and the men in this hotel; but you mustn't judge
all Mexicans by them. Also I fancy the gentleman you speak of has not
only hollered, but handed round dollars enough to get the whole staff
on his side. I saw them locking doors and whispering most excitedly.
By the way, your plain straightforward friend seems to have a lot of
money.'

'I've no doubt his business does well,' said Rock. 'He's quite the
best type of sound business man. What do you mean?'

'I fancied it might suggest another thought to you,' said Father
Brown; and, rising with rather heavy civility, he left the room.

Rock watched the Potters very carefully that evening at dinner;
and gained some new impressions, though none that disturbed his deep
sense of the wrong that probably threatened the peace of the Potter
home. Potter himself proved worthy of somewhat closer study; though
the journalist had at first accepted him as prosaic and
unpretentious, there was a pleasure in recognizing finer lines in
what he considered the hero or victim of a tragedy. Potter had really
rather a thoughtful and distinguished face, though worried and
occasionally petulant. Rock got an impression that the man was
recovering from an illness; his faded hair was thin but rather long,
as if it had been lately neglected, and his rather unusual beard gave
the onlooker the same notion. Certainly he spoke once or twice to his
wife in a rather sharp and acid manner, fussing about tablets or some
detail of digestive science; but his real worry was doubtless
concerned with the danger from without. His wife played up to him in
the splendid if somewhat condescending manner of a Patient Griselda;
but her eyes also roamed continually to the doors and shutters, as if
in half-hearted fear of an invasion. Rock had only too good reason to
dread, after her curious outbreak, the fact that her fear might turn
out to be only half-hearted.

It was in the middle of the night that the extraordinary event
occurred. Rock, imagining himself to be the last to go up to bed, was
surprised to find Father Brown still tucked obscurely under an
orange-tree in the hall, and placidly reading a book. He returned the
other's farewell without further words, and the journalist had his
foot on the lowest step of the stair, when suddenly the outer door
sprang on its hinges and shook and rattled under the shock of blows
planted from without; and a great voice louder than the blows was
heard violently demanding admission. Somehow the journalist was
certain that the blows had been struck with a pointed stick like an
alpenstock. He looked back at the darkened lower floor, and saw the
servants of the hotel sliding here and there to see that the doors
were locked; and not unlocking them. Then he slowly mounted to his
room, and sat down furiously to write his report.

He described the siege of the hotel; the evil atmosphere; the
shabby luxury of the place; the shifty evasions of the priest; above
all, that terrible voice crying without, like a wolf prowling round
the house. Then, as he wrote, he heard a new sound and sat up
suddenly. It was a long repeated whistle, and in his mood he hated it
doubly, because it was like the signal of a conspirator and like the
love-call of a bird. There followed an utter silence, in which he sat
rigid; then he rose abruptly; for he had heard yet another noise. It
was a faint swish followed by a sharp rap or rattle; and he was
almost certain that somebody was throwing something at the window. He
walked stiffly downstairs, to the floor which was now dark and
deserted; or nearly deserted. For the little priest was still sitting
under the orange shrub, lit by a low lamp; and still reading his
book.

'You seem to be sitting up late,' he said harshly.

'Quite a dissipated character,' said Father Brown, looking up with
a broad smile, 'reading Economics of Usury at all wild hours of the
night.'

'The place is locked up,' said Rock.

'Very thoroughly locked up,' replied the other. 'Your friend with
the beard seems to have taken every precaution. By the way, your
friend with the beard is a little rattled; I thought he was rather
cross at dinner.'

'Natural enough,' growled the other, 'if he thinks savages in this
savage place are out to wreck his home life.'

'Wouldn't it be better,' said Father Brown, 'if a man tried to
make his home life nice inside, while he was protecting it from the
things outside.'

'Oh, I know you will work up all the casuistical excuses,' said
the other; 'perhaps he was rather snappy with his wife; but he's got
the right on his side. Look here, you seem to me to be rather a deep
dog. I believe you know more about this than you say. What the devil
is going on in this infernal place? Why are you sitting up all night
to see it through?'

'Well,' said Father Brown patiently, 'I rather thought my bedroom
might be wanted.'

'Wanted by whom?'

'As a matter of fact, Mrs Potter wanted another room,' explained
Father Brown with limpid clearness. 'I gave her mine, because I could
open the window. Go and see, if you like.'

'I'll see to something else first,' said Rock grinding his teeth.
'You can play your monkey tricks in this Spanish monkey-house, but
I'm still in touch with civilization.' He strode into the
telephone-booth and rang up his paper; pouring out the whole tale of
the wicked priest who helped the wicked poet. Then he ran upstairs
into the priest's room, in which the priest had just lit a short
candle, showing the windows beyond wide open.

He was just in time to see a sort of rude ladder unhooked from the
window-sill and rolled up by a laughing gentleman on the lawn below.
The laughing gentleman was a tall and swarthy gentleman, and was
accompanied by a blonde but equally laughing lady. This time, Mr Rock
could not even comfort himself by calling her laughter hysterical. It
was too horribly genuine; and rang down the rambling garden-paths as
she and her troubadour disappeared into the dark thickets.

Agar Rock turned on his companion a face of final and awful
justice; like the Day of Judgement.

'Well, all America is going to hear of this,' he said. 'In plain
words, you helped her to bolt with that curly-haired lover.'

'Yes,' said Father Brown, 'I helped her to bolt with that
curly-haired lover.'

'You call yourself a minister of Jesus Christ,' cried Rock, 'and
you boast of a crime.'

'I have been mixed up with several crimes,' said the priest
gently. 'Happily for once this is a story without a crime. This is a
simple fireside idyll; that ends with a glow of domesticity.'

'And ends with a rope-ladder instead of a rope,' said Rock. 'Isn't
she a married woman?'

'Oh, yes,' said Father Brown.

'Well, oughtn't she to be with her husband?' demanded Rock.

'She is with her husband,' said Father Brown.

The other was startled into anger. 'You lie,' he said. 'The poor
little man is still snoring in bed.'

'You seem to know a lot about his private affairs,' said Father
Brown plaintively. 'You could almost write a life of the Man with a
Beard. The only thing you don't seem ever to have found out about him
is his name.'

'Nonsense,' said Rock. 'His name is in the hotel book.'

'I know it is,' answered the priest, nodding gravely, 'in very
large letters; the name of Rudel Romanes. Hypatia Potter, who met him
here, put her name boldly under his, when she meant to elope with
him; and her husband put his name under that, when he pursued them to
this place. He put it very close under hers, by way of protest. The
Romanes (who has pots of money, as a popular misanthrope despising
men) bribed the brutes in this hotel to bar and bolt it and keep the
lawful husband out. And I, as you truly say, helped him to get in.'

When a man is told something that turns things upside-down; that
the tail wags the dog; that the fish has caught the fisherman; that
the earth goes round the moon; he takes some little time before he
even asks seriously if it is true. He is still content with the
consciousness that it is the opposite of the obvious truth. Rock said
at last: 'You don't mean that little fellow is the romantic Rudel
we're always reading about; and that curly haired fellow is Mr Potter
of Pittsburgh.'

'Yes,' said Father Brown. 'I knew it the moment I clapped eyes on
both of them. But I verified it afterwards.'

Rock ruminated for a time and said at last: 'I suppose it's barely
possible you're right. But how did you come to have such a notion, in
the face of the facts?'

Father Brown looked rather abashed; subsided into a chair, and
stared into vacancy, until a faint smile began to dawn on his round
and rather foolish face.

'Well,' he said, 'you see—the truth is, I'm not romantic.'

'I don't know what the devil you are,' said Rock roughly.

'Now you are romantic,' said Father Brown helpfully. 'For
instance, you see somebody looking poetical, and you assume he is a
poet. Do you know what the majority of poets look like? What a wild
confusion was created by that coincidence of three good-looking
aristocrats at the beginning of the nineteenth century: Byron and
Goethe and Shelley! Believe me, in the common way, a man may write:
"Beauty has laid her flaming lips on mine," or whatever
that chap wrote, without being himself particularly beautiful.
Besides, do you realize how old a man generally is by the time his
fame has filled the world? Watts painted Swinburne with a halo of
hair; but Swinburne was bald before most of his last American or
Australian admirers had heard of his hyacinthine locks. So was
D'Annunzio. As a fact, Romanes still has rather a fine head, as you
will see if you look at it closely; he looks like an intellectual
man; and he is. Unfortunately, like a good many other intellectual
men, he's a fool. He's let himself go to seed with selfishness and
fussing about his digestion. So that the ambitious American lady, who
thought it would be like soaring to Olympus with the Nine Muses to
elope with a poet, found that a day or so of it was about enough for
her. So that when her husband came after her, and stormed the place,
she was delighted to go back to him.'

'But her husband?' queried Rock. 'I am still rather puzzled about
her husband.'

'Ah, you've been reading too many of your erotic modern novels,'
said Father Brown; and partly closed his eyes in answer to the
protesting glare of the other. 'I know a lot of stories start with a
wildly beautiful woman wedded to some elderly swine in the stock
market. But why? In that, as in most things, modern novels are the
very reverse of modern. I don't say it never happens; but it hardly
ever happens now except by her own fault. Girls nowadays marry whom
they like; especially spoilt girls like Hypatia. And whom do they
marry? A beautiful wealthy girl like that would have a ring of
admirers; and whom would she choose? The chances are a hundred to one
that she'd marry very young and choose the handsomest man she met at
a dance or a tennis-party. Well, ordinary business men are sometimes
handsome. A young god appeared (called Potter) and she wouldn't care
if he was a broker or a burglar. But, given the environment, you will
admit it's more likely he would be a broker; also, it's quite likely
that he'd be called Potter. You see, you are so incurably romantic
that your whole case was founded on the idea that a man looking like
a young god couldn't be called Potter. Believe me, names are not so
appropriately distributed.'

'Well,' said the other, after a short pause, 'and what do you
suppose happened after that?'

Father Brown got up rather abruptly from the seat in which he had
collapsed; the candlelight threw the shadow of his short figure
across the wall and ceiling, giving an odd impression that the
balance of the room had been altered.

'Ah,' he muttered, 'that's the devil of it. That's the real devil.
Much worse than the old Indian demons in this jungle. You thought I
was only making out a case for the loose ways of these Latin
Americans—well, the queer thing about you'—and he blinked
owlishly at the other through his spectacles—'the queerest thing
about you is that in a way you're right.

'You say down with romance. I say I'd take my chance in fighting
the genuine romances—all the more because they are precious few,
outside the first fiery days of youth. I say—take away the
Intellectual Friendships; take away the Platonic Unions; take away
the Higher Laws of Self-Fulfilment and the rest, and I'll risk the
normal dangers of the job. Take away the love that isn't love, but
only pride and vainglory and publicity and making a splash; and we'll
take our chance of fighting the love that is love, when it has to be
fought, as well as the love that is lust and lechery. Priests know
young people will have passions, as doctors know they will have
measles. But Hypatia Potter is forty if she is a day, and she cares
no more for that little poet than if he were her publisher or her
publicity man. That's just the point—he was her publicity man. It's
your newspapers that have ruined her; it's living in the limelight;
it's wanting to see herself in the headlines, even in a scandal if it
were only sufficiently psychic and superior. It's wanting to be
George Sand, her name immortally linked with Alfred de Musset. When
her real romance of youth was over, it was the sin of middle age that
got hold of her; the sin of intellectual ambition. She hasn't got any
intellect to speak of; but you don't need any intellect to be an
intellectual.'

'I should say she was pretty brainy in one sense,' observed Rock
reflectively.

'Yes, in one sense,' said Father Brown. 'In only one sense. In a
business sense. Not in any sense that has anything to do with these
poor lounging Dagos down here. You curse the Film Stars and tell me
you hate romance. Do you suppose the Film Star, who is married for
the fifth time, is misled by any romance? Such people are very
practical; more practical than you are. You say you admire the simple
solid Business Man. Do you suppose that Rudel Romanes isn't a
Business Man? Can't you see he knew, quite as well as she did, the
advertising advantages of this grand affair with a famous beauty. He
also knew very well that his hold on it was pretty insecure; hence
his fussing about and bribing servants to lock doors. But what I mean
to say, first and last, is that there'd be a lot less scandal if
people didn't idealize sin and pose as sinners. These poor Mexicans
may seem sometimes to live like beasts, or rather sin like men; but
they don't go in for Ideals. You must at least give them credit for
that.'

He sat down again, as abruptly as he had risen, and laughed
apologetically. 'Well, Mr Rock,' he said, 'that is my complete
confession; the whole horrible story of how I helped a romantic
elopement. You can do what you like with it.'

'In that case,' said Rock, rising, 'I will go to my room and make
a few alterations in my report. But, first of all, I must ring up my
paper and tell them I've been telling them a pack of lies.'

Not much more than half an hour had passed, between the time when
Rock had telephoned to say the priest was helping the poet to run
away with the lady, and the time when he telephoned to say that the
priest had prevented the poet from doing precisely the same thing.
But in that short interval of time was born and enlarged and
scattered upon the winds the Scandal of Father Brown. The truth is
still half an hour behind the slander; and nobody can be certain when
or where it will catch up with it. The garrulity of pressmen and the
eagerness of enemies had spread the first story through the city,
even before it appeared in the first printed version. It was
instantly corrected and contradicted by Rock himself, in a second
message stating how the story had really ended; but it was by no
means certain that the first story was killed. A positively
incredible number of people seemed to have read the first issue of
the paper and not the second. Again and again, in every corner of the
world, like a flame bursting from blackened ashes, there would appear
the old tale of the Brown Scandal, or Priest Ruins Potter Home.
Tireless apologists of the priest's party watched for it, and
patiently tagged after it with contradictions and exposures and
letters of protest. Sometimes the letters were published in the
papers; and sometimes they were not. But still nobody knew how many
people had heard the story without hearing the contradiction. It was
possible to find whole blocks of blameless and innocent people who
thought the Mexican Scandal was an ordinary recorded historical
incident like the Gunpowder Plot. Then somebody would enlighten these
simple people, only to discover that the old story had started afresh
among a few quite educated people, who would seem the last people on
earth to be duped by it. And so the two Father Browns chase each
other round the world for ever; the first a shameless criminal
fleeing from justice; the second a martyr broken by slander, in a
halo of rehabilitation. But neither of them is very like the real
Father Brown, who is not broken at all; but goes stumping with his
stout umbrella through life, liking most of the people in it;
accepting the world as his companion, but never as his judge.





                
                

                
            

            
        













