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THE MYSTERY AT MERRILL’S MILL

ABOUT half-past three o’clock of a spring afternoon a year or so ago a well-dressed, rather distinguished-looking gentleman, bearded and spectacled, got out of a big Rolls-Royce at a point immediately opposite the Otley Road entrance to Peel Park, in Bradford, and, after bidding the chauffeur await his return, walked on a little way and turned down Sydenham Place.

A close observer, watching him intently, would have seen certain signs of mental uneasiness in this man’s face and manner. As he walked along, glancing at the numbers of the houses, he occasionally talked to himself in muttering tones, and now and then he threw back his head with a quick jerking movement which seemed to indicate distaste.

Suddenly catching sight of the number of which he was in search, he turned abruptly to the door and knocked sharply upon it. A moment later a middle-aged woman, stolid and unemotional in appearance, answered his summons and looked at the visitor inquiringly.

“Is Mr. Dawe in?” asked the caller. Then, without waiting for a reply, he added impatiently: “If he is, tell him that Mr. Abraham Merrill wants to see him — at once.”

The woman, without further delay, opened the door wide, silently inviting Mr. Merrill to enter. She stepped back, motioning him to walk into a small parlour on the left-hand side of the narrow passage. Mr. Merrill walked in; the door closed behind him; the woman had gone away without a word.

Mr. Merrill took off his hat and, drawing out his handkerchief, wiped his forehead. He made a hasty step or two round the little room, glancing half-carelessly, half-interestedly at its belongings.

It was certainly a curiously appointed room, he thought. There was a solid writing-table, littered with books and papers, in the middle of the floor-space; a business-like-looking bureau in one corner. There was nothing in it suggestive of comfort or indolence save one easy-chair. The greater part of the walls was lined with books.

Mr. Merrill, having been in that room before, did not upon this occasion make any particular examination of them. A stranger, left alone there for the first time, would have noticed, however, had he run his eye along the shelves, that this somewhat large collection of volumes related almost entirely to criminology.

Crime and criminals formed the subject of almost every book. Crime and criminals, too, were suggested by the curious contents of a large, glass-fronted cabinet which stood above the mantelpiece. Within it, arranged against a background of black velvet, was stored a collection of gruesome objects, all ticketed or labelled, every one of which was a memento of some famous crime.

Mr. Merrill was gazing at these things when he heard the door open with an almost imperceptible sound. He turned to confront Archer Dawe — a man who, after long years of service in the employ of Merrill and Sons, had retired five years previously on a modest competency, and had since given himself up to the one hobby of his life — the study of crime and criminals.

Archer Dawe was now a man of sixty — a little, squat-figured man who dressed, Sunday or week-day, in rusty black; was never seen, indoors, or out, without a very high-crowned, wide-brimmed silk hat; and who wore old-fashioned, stick-up collars, held tightly to his wizened throat by swathes of black neck-cloth.

He was a notable figure enough, seen in this wise and in company with a gamp-like umbrella which he always carried with him wherever he went, wet or fine; but few people noticed his garments when they had looked at his face. It was at most times more of a mask than a face; there was a high, bulging forehead; a small nose; a straight, hard line of a mouth; a square, determined jaw and chin. And deep-set in the general pallor of the face were two eyes — dark, inscrutable, steady as steel, with a curious penetrating light that seemed to burn far back in mysterious, unreachable recesses.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Abraham,” said Archer Dawe, in a voice as steady and as cold as his eyes. ‘It’s been a grand day to-day, sir.”

Mr. Merrill took a step towards his old employee.

“Archer,” he said without ceremony, “I want you to come down to the mill. There’s — there’s something happened.”

Archer Dawe, still watching his visitor, nodded his head without speaking.

“You know our old engine-house,” continued Mr. Merrill. “You know it was built before either you or I knew the place, and that’s getting on to fifty years since — well, of course, it hasn’t been in use since we built the new one last year, and we decided last week that we’d pull it down. There’s been workmen at it ever since, and this last day or two they’ve been excavating the floor, because I’ve a notion of putting the site to another use. Now, this afternoon, just after I came back from lunching at the Liberal club, my son Arthur came into the office to tell me that the men had come across something in the floor of the old place. Bones! Human bones!”

Mr. Merrill wiped his forehead again. Archer Dawe, statue-like in his rigidity, stood watching and waiting, his face expressionless.

“In fact,” went on the mill-owner presently, “they unearthed what was practically a skeleton. There were some bits of what one might take to be flesh about it — but it was — well, you’ll see it. As soon as I noticed what they’d come across I made every man that had seen it — there were only a few of them — promise to hold his tongue till I gave him leave to speak, and I had the place covered up, and left Arthur and the foreman in charge of it. I want you to come down and look at it before we tell the police. It — well, it puzzles me, Archer.”

“Why, Mr. Abraham?” asked Archer Dawe.

“Because, since that old engine-house was built by my father, it stands to reason that whoever buried that body there must have had access to it,” said Mr. Merrill; “and nobody could have had access to it but somebody employed about the place. And I’ve been wondering all the way up here from Valley Road whose body it can be and who could have put it there.”

Archer Dawe opened the door of his little parlour and took down an old overcoat from a peg in the passage.

“I’m ready, Mr. Abraham,” he said, possessing himself of his umbrella. “I expect you’ve got your car somewhere about, sir?”

All the way to the mill Archer Dawe talked of anything but the matter in hand. He had been busy in his garden, he said, when Mr. Merrill was announced, and he spoke with some pride of his prospects of early peas and potatoes. From that subject he turned to politics, and he was deep in a burning question of the day when the car stopped a little distance from the mill.

“I don’t want any of the hands to think you’re here for any special purpose, Archer,” said Mr. Merrill. “There’s some of them, you know, have a bit of knowledge of your liking to ferret into things. We’ll just stroll round in a casual way until we come to the spot.”

Any one watching Mr. Merrill and his ex-overlooker wandering about the mill-yard would have thought that they were having a friendly chat about old times. They moved here and there in an apparently aimless fashion until they came to the dismantled engine-house. Within its doorway young Mr. Merrill and the labourers’ foreman stood awaiting them.

“Send those two away,” said Archer Dawe as they drew near. “Let’s have the place to ourselves.”

When the other two, at a word from the mill-owner, had gone, he and Archer Dawe stepped inside the old engine-house. The roof had already been stripped from the walls; the walls had been torn down to half their height. All around the bed in which the great driving wheel had once revolved the labourers had excavated a good deal of the floor-space; at one point of these excavations a couple of packing-sheets lay stretched across a cavity. Mr. Merrill pointed to these and said, in a hushed voice: — 

“There it is!”

Archer Dawe laid down his umbrella and went across to the spot indicated by the mill-owner’s outstretched finger. His face was as stolid and unemotional as ever as he drew the packing-sheets aside. He gazed into the cavity for a moment, and then knelt down at its edge and peered more closely at all that was left of what had once been a living body.

Mr. Merrill hovered in the background. A strong man, a man of iron will, a man of such strength of character that he had made himself prominent amongst equally clever men and was at this time Member of Parliament for one of the divisions of his native town, he felt himself unable to look upon this grisly evidence of some long-dead, unsuspected crime. He drew out a cigar-case, and began to smoke, looking at the crouched figure in its rusty black clothes as it bent over the thing lying in the cavity.

As he watched he thought of all that he remembered of Archer Dawe. The little man, always eccentric, always strange in his manner to folk who were not in his confidence, had entered the employ of Merrill and Sons just about the time he, Abraham Merrill, had left school to come into the business.

Archer Dawe had steadily won his way upwards until at last he had occupied a position of great trust. He had always been a quiet, reserved man; what he did with his spare time no one ever knew. But just before the time of his retirement a matter arose in the counting-house of the mill which required all the sagacity, all the untiring patience, all the pitiless insistence, all the pertinacity of a sleuth-hound to unravel.

Archer Dawe, without a word to anybody, unravelled it, ran the criminal to earth, flung him out into the broad light of day, trembling and guilty. Then it came out that for years and years he had spent all his spare time in making a study of criminology, had watched and studied men, had compared and classified and analysed, and had invented a system of his own in the detection of crime which was soon to make his name a terror to evil-doers.

This was the man whom Mr. Merrill watched with curiosity and with a certain feeling of loathing as he kept away from the spot over which Archer Dawe was stooping. How could the man examine that dead thing with such cold-blooded earnestness? Bending over it, peering into its mysteries, actually touching it, fingering it, as if it were some mere anatomical specimen, and he a professor holding forth to a class! It seemed — 

“Mr. Abraham!”

Archer Dawe had turned round from the cavity and was looking earnestly at the mill-owner.

“Yes, Archer?”

“You haven’t such a thing as a magnifying-glass in the office, sir, have you — one of those that near-sighted folk use to read by?”

“Yes, we have,” answered the mill-owner. “Do you want it?”

“If you please, sir.”

Mr. Merrill left the dismantled engine-house with the alacrity of one who is only too glad to get out of a place in which he has no mind to stay.

“I’ll bring it to you in a minute, Archer,” he threw over his shoulder.

Archer Dawe kept his keen eyes fastened on his late employer until Mr. Merrill had quitted the place. Then, bending over the cavity again, he whipped out a big coloured handkerchief from his pocket, snatched something from the thing which he had been inspecting, folded what he had snatched in the handkerchief, and restored the handkerchief to his pocket. He rose to his feet and walked a few yards in the direction of the door. As he walked he whistled a bar or two of a popular tune.

Mr. Merrill came back with a reading-glass in his hand.

“Will that do?” he asked abruptly.

“That will do, sir,” replied Archer Dawe. “Just a moment, Mr. Abraham, and I shall have done all I want to do.”

He went back to the cavity, got down on his knees again, and made a show of using the reading-glass. Presently he rose and drew the packing-sheets over the thing which he had been inspecting. Then, walking over to the door, where Mr. Merrill stood watching him, he said:

“Mr. Abraham, I want you to see that nothing is touched here until you hear from me. As I see things at present I think I can tell you something by this time to-morrow. Can you keep all quiet till then?”

“I don’t think there’ll be very much difficulty about that, Archer,” said the mill-owner. “You mean that — ”

“I mean that I don’t want a soul to enter this place until I give you leave to let him,” replied Archer Dawe. “Have you got a man that you can trust — a man that’ll stop here all night and see that no one enters to find what there is there?”

“Yes,” answered Mr. Merrill. “I have. Dick Rowbotham’s the man. And after that, Archer?”

“Wait and see, Mr. Abraham,” said Archer Dawe.

Dick Rowbotham, night-watchman at the mill, lived in a cottage in the yard, immediately opposite the old engine-house. When Mr. Merrill and Archer Dawe had seen and talked to him they went away to the mill-owner’s private office. Mr. Merrill produced a decanter of sherry and glasses. He motioned Archer Dawe to help himself and offered him his cigar-case. Archer Dawe poured out a drink and bit off the end of a cigar. He sat down, nursing his gamp-like umbrella upon his knees.

“Now, as regards this question of Irish independence, Mr. Abraham?” he said. “Now that you’re in Parliament, sir, you’ll no doubt hear a good deal said by members on both sides of the House. Don’t you think that — ”

Not one word of opinion as to what he had seen in the dismantled engine-house could Mr. Abraham Merrill get out of Archer Dawe that afternoon. The little man smoked two cigars and talked of various political and economic matters, but said nothing of the thing that lay, an unearthed witness of the past, under the packing-sheets which he had just spread over it.

• • •

Next morning Archer Dawe, having eaten his usual breakfast of eggs and bacon, set out, the gamp-like umbrella over his shoulder, the tall, rusty hat on the back of his head, for the Midland railway-station. There he took a third-class return ticket for Ilkley. He was quite spry and active when he entered the train, but when he arrived at his destination and turned into Brook Street he had assumed the character of an oldish gentleman with a rather halting step and a very wheezy cough. And when he entered a barber’s shop, for the purpose of being shaved, he had aged ten years since the previous evening. He had also developed the dialect of south-east Yorkshire, from which part, many a long year before, he had come to Bradford to earn his living.

“Theer’s a gentleman named Mestur Oliver Wildsmith lives i’ this place, isn’t theer?” he said to the barber as he handed over his threepence. “A varry well-to-do gentleman he’ll be — I ewsed to wark for him at one time, a many year sin’.”

“Lives in one of those big houses up the Moor,” answered the barber. “Ay, he’s one of the big swells of the place, is Mr. Wildsmith. Come back from South America with quite a big fortune, so they tell me.”

• • •

Archer Dawe made his way to Mr. Wildsmith’s house — a fine stone-built villa standing in its own grounds and overlooking the valley of the Wharfe. His step was very feeble and his asthma — carefully assumed for the occasion — very bad as he walked up the drive to the front door. He looked a weary, tired old man in the eyes of the smart servant-maid who opened the door to him. He appeared still older, still feebler when, after a brief interval, he was shown into Mr. Wildsmith’s presence.

Mr. Oliver Wildsmith, a solid-faced, fleshy man of about Archer Dawe’s own age, sat in the midst of mahogany and scarlet leather, writing letters. He stared at the queer old figure in rusty black.

“Eh, dear, dear! Ye’ll not remember me, Mestur Wildsmith, sir,” said Archer Dawe. “I wor a hand at Merrill’s Mill when ye wor t’ heead engineer there — it’ll be thirty years ago sin’ you left us, sir! Benjyman Simpson my name is — many’s the pipe o’ ‘bacca ye’ve given me i’ them days. Ay, I’ve left t’ mill now, sir — I hev’ a bit on a pension, like. I just come out for t’ day to Eekla, like, and I heerd ‘at you wor living’ here, sir, sin’ you cam’ back fro’ South America wi’ all that gre’t fortune, so I says, ‘Nay,’ I says, ‘I’ll go an’ say how-do to Mestur Wildsmith’. I’m gettin’ an owd man, sir — ay, sure-ly.”

“Sit you down — sit you down,” said the man at the desk. “Dear me! one of Merrill’s old workmen, are you? Ay it’s a long time ago, is that. Why, I’m past sixty myself Benjamin Simpson, is it? Well, I don’t remember you, Benjamin, but old friends are old friends. I’ve been out of England a good many years, so I haven’t had much chance of seeing many yet.”

“Ay, I mind you well — well, indeed, sir,” said Archer Dawe. “Theer wor you an’ your brother Edward, as wor your assistant i’ t’ engineerin’. He wor a fine young feller, wor Mestur Ned — theer wor a young lady up Manningham way ‘at he wor sweet on. He went off varry sudden to Cauyda, did Mestur Ned, didn’t he, sir?”

The heavy-faced, fleshy man at the solid mahogany desk frowned.

“Yes,” he said. “He emigrated to Canada, did my brother.”

“An’ niver cam’ back to t’ owd country,” sighed the visitor. “Dear-a-dear! It’s a strange thing, is life. I did hear, sir, ‘at you married t’ young lady ‘at Mestur Ned wor to hev’ married — but, of course, he niver cam’ back no more. I hope your missis is i’ good health sir.”

“My wife is dead,” said the man at the desk shortly.

“Is sha now?” said the visitor in tones of deep commiseration. “Deary me! Well, it’s a vale o’ tears, is this here. But you’ll hav’ childer, no doubt, Mestur Wildsmith?”

“We had no children,” answered Mr. Wildsmith, still more shortly. “Here, would you like to smoke a cigar?”

“Thenkin’ you kindly, sir. Ah, a deel o’ changes there is i’ this life! Now, you wouldn’t think it, sir, but do you know ‘at they’re pullin’ down t’owd engine-house at Merrill’s Mill?”

“Oh, are they?”

“Ay, and riving t’ floor up an’ all! Excavatin’ it. An’ it’s a strange thing what they find under floors when they rive ‘m up — it is!”

The man at the mahogany desk was sitting back staring in a strange, inquisitive fashion at his visitor. The visitor, shaking his old head from side to side, rambled on: — 

“Ay, they fun’ a skellinton under t’ floor ther’ yisterda’ — a reyt skellinton! Ye mus’ ha’ walked over that there skellinton many a time when ye wor engineer, Mestur Wildsmith! Did ye niver notice nowt?”

“I? Not I, man! A skeleton? Why, whose could it be — there?”

“Nay, ye’re axin’ summat! But — ”

The visitor was seized by a bad attack of coughing. He fumbled in his old coat for his handkerchief; but instead of using the handkerchief he suddenly produced something from its folds and held that something, laid on the palm of his own right hand, before the other man’s eyes. A human hand! — dried, withered, little more than bone — the second finger missing, and on the fourth a ring of curious and exceptional device. And as he thus held it Archer Dawe, old and doddering no longer, spoke.

“Whose hand is that?”

Oliver Wildsmith half-rose, gasped, caught at his throat, fell — inert, limp.

Archer Dawe went across the room and rang the bell — rang it twice loudly.

“Look to your master,” he said as the servants came running into the room. “He’s in a fit. And send for a doctor.”

Then he walked out of the house — walked swiftly, and with a strong man’s determination, to the police-station and the telegraph office.
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