
  
    
      
    
  


		
			The Story of Ivy

			By Marie Bel­loc Lown­des.

			[image: ]
		
	
		
			
				Imprint

				[image: The Standard Ebooks logo.]
			
			This ebook is the prod­uct of many hours of hard work by vol­un­teers for Stan­dard Ebooks, and builds on the hard work of oth­er lit­er­a­ture lovers made pos­si­ble by the pub­lic do­main.

			This par­tic­u­lar ebook is based on a tran­scrip­tion from Fad­ed Page Cana­da and on dig­i­tal scans from the In­ter­net Ar­chive.

			The source text and art­work in this ebook are be­lieved to be in the Unit­ed States pub­lic do­main; that is, they are be­lieved to be free of copy­right re­stric­tions in the Unit­ed States. They may still be copy­right­ed in oth­er coun­tries, so users lo­cat­ed out­side of the Unit­ed States must check their lo­cal laws be­fore us­ing this ebook. The cre­ators of, and con­trib­u­tors to, this ebook ded­i­cate their con­tri­bu­tions to the world­wide pub­lic do­main via the terms in the CC0 1.0 Uni­ver­sal Pub­lic Do­main Ded­i­ca­tion. For full li­cense in­for­ma­tion, see the Un­copy­right at the end of this ebook.

			Stan­dard Ebooks is a vol­un­teer-driv­en project that pro­duces ebook edi­tions of pub­lic do­main lit­er­a­ture us­ing mod­ern ty­pog­ra­phy, tech­nol­o­gy, and ed­i­to­ri­al stan­dards, and dis­trib­utes them free of cost. You can down­load this and oth­er ebooks care­ful­ly pro­duced for true book lovers at stan­dard­e­books.org.

		
	
		
			Prologue

			“Tell me some­thing about the Lex­tons, Mary. Where did you pick them up?” asked Lady Flora Des­mond of her host­ess, Mrs. Hamp­ton. “As I looked at Mrs. Lex­ton dur­ing din­ner, I thought I had nev­er seen a pret­ti­er face. When I was a child, your little friend would have been what people then called a pro­fes­sion­al beauty.”

			“She cer­tainly is very pretty, and a reg­u­lar hon­ey­pot! Look at her now, with Miles Rush­worth?”

			The speak­er nod­ded to­wards the wide-open French win­dow of the high-ceilinged, oval eight­eenth-cen­tury sit­ting-room. She and two oth­er wo­men were sit­ting there to­geth­er after din­ner, on the Sat­urday even­ing of what Mrs. Hamp­ton thought prom­ised to be a very suc­cess­ful week­end party.

			The win­dow gave ac­cess to a broad stone ter­race. Bey­ond the ter­race lay a wide lawn, bathed in bright moon­light, and across the lawn sauntered very slowly two fig­ures, that of a tall man, and that of a slender wo­man dressed in a light-col­oured frock. They were mov­ing away from the beau­ti­ful old coun­try-house where they were both stay­ing as guests, mak­ing for an av­en­ue of beeches.

			Mary Hamp­ton went on, speak­ing not un­kindly, but with a cer­tain tart­ness: “He took her out in his mo­tor after tea, so she might have left him alone after din­ner.”

			“You oughtn’t to com­plain, my dear! You told me this morn­ing that you had asked the Lex­tons this week­end so that they could make friends with your mil­lion­aire,” ob­served Joan Rod­ney.

			She was a sharp-tongued, clev­er spin­ster who en­joyed put­ting her friends right, and telling them home truths. Much was for­giv­en to Miss Rod­ney be­cause she was, if sharp-tongued, fun­da­ment­ally kind­hearted.

			“My mil­lion­aire, as you call him, is one of the finest am­a­teur bil­liard-play­ers in Eng­land. I made Jack get hold of the best of the young ‘pros.’ He could only spare us this even­ing, and now that all the men, and two of the wo­men, are either play­ing or watch­ing the play in the bil­liard-room, Miles is phil­ander­ing with Ivy Lex­ton in the garden!”

			“Not phil­ander­ing, Mary,” ob­served Lady Flora, smil­ing. “Mr. Rush­worth nev­er phil­anders.”

			“Well! You know what I mean. It’s my fault, of course. I ought to have known that no party would be big enough to hold Ivy Lex­ton and an­oth­er at­trac­tion. Last time she was here she snatched such a nice boy from his best girl, and stopped, I’m afraid, a pro­pos­al.”

			Lady Flora looked sorry. A plain wo­man her­self, she ad­mired, without a touch of envy, phys­ic­al beauty more than she ad­mired any­thing else in the world.

			“I don’t sup­pose Mrs. Lex­ton can help at­tract­ing men. It’s hu­man nature after all—”

			Quoted Joan Rod­ney, with a sharp edge to her voice:

			
				
					“It’s hu­man nature but, if so, oh!
					

					Isn’t hu­man nature low?”
				

			

			“Little Ivy isn’t ex­actly low; at least I hope not,” ob­served little Ivy’s host­ess re­flect­ively. “But I do feel that there’s a curi­ously soul­less qual­ity about her. Though she’s not what people call clev­er, there’s some­thing baff­ling about Ivy Lex­ton. I liked her much bet­ter when I first knew her.”

			“She mayn’t be what silly people call clev­er, but she’s plenty of what used to be called ‘nous,’ ” said Miss Rod­ney drily. “She en­gin­eered her stroll with Mr. Rush­worth very clev­erly to­night. Your hus­band was de­term­ined to get him in­to the bil­liard-room—”

			“She had a good ex­cuse for that, Joan. As I told you yes­ter­day, Jer­vis Lex­ton has been look­ing out for some­thing to do for a long while.”

			Mrs. Hamp­ton turned to her oth­er friend. “It sud­denly oc­curred to me, Flora, that Miles Rush­worth, who must have many jobs in his gift, might find Jer­vis Lex­ton some­thing to do. Ivy knows that I asked them both for this week­end on pur­pose that they might meet him. It isn’t easy to get hold of him for this kind of party.”

			“Have you known the Lex­tons long, Mary?” asked Lady Flora.

			She felt genu­inely in­ter­ested in Mrs. Jer­vis Lex­ton. The quiet, old-fash­ioned, some would have said very lim­ited, middle-aged wid­ow, and lovely, rest­less, self-ab­sorbed, and very mod­ern Ivy Lex­ton, had “made friends.”

			“I have known Jer­vis ever since he was born. His fath­er was a friend of my fath­er’s. But I had not seen him for years till I ran across him, in town, about three months ago. The last time I had seen him was early in the war, when his fath­er had just died, and he had been giv­en a fort­night’s leave. He’s what Jack calls quite a good sort; but it’s bad for a young man to be­come his own mas­ter at twenty. He seems to have mar­ried this lovely little thing when he was twenty-two. That’s six years ago.”

			“They seem to get on very well,” ob­served Lady Flora.

			“I think they do, though I’m afraid they’ve muddled away most of his money in hav­ing what Ivy con­siders a good time. He must have come in­to a fair for­tune, for his fath­er had sold their place just be­fore the war.”

			“What fools young people seem to be today—I mean com­pared to the old days!” ex­claimed Joan Rod­ney harshly.

			She went on: “John Oram—you know, Mary, the big so­li­cit­or—once told me that of ten men who sell their land at any giv­en time, only two have any­thing of the pur­chase-price left at the end of ten years.”

			“Jer­vis Lex­ton won’t be one of those two men,” said his host­ess re­gret­fully. “Ivy told me today that they’re fear­fully hard up.”

			“People of­ten say that when it is laugh­ably un­true! It’s the fash­ion to pre­tend one’s poor. Mrs. Lex­ton dresses beau­ti­fully. She must spend a great deal of money on her clothes,” in­ter­jec­ted Joan Rod­ney.

			“I’m afraid there was no pre­tence about what Ivy told me this morn­ing. She looked really wor­ried, poor little thing! I do hope she will get some­thing good for Jer­vis out of Miles Rush­worth.”

			“She makes most of her frocks her­self; it’s so easy nowadays,” said Lady Flora. And then she ad­ded: “She was telling me today about her girl­hood. Her fath­er failed in busi­ness, through no fault of his own, and for a little while she was on the stage—”

			“Only a walk­ing-on part in a mu­sic­al com­edy,” ob­served Joan Rod­ney, “if what her hus­band, who strikes me as an hon­est young fel­low, told me is true. How­ever, I’m sur­prised, even so, that she didn’t do bet­ter for her­self in what I have heard de­scribed as the straight road to the peeresses’ gal­lery, to say noth­ing of ‘an­oth­er place.’ ”

			“Joan! Joan!” cried Mrs. Hamp­ton de­prec­at­ingly.

			Miss Rod­ney got up and came across to where her host­ess sat un­der a heav­ily-shaded lamp.

			She put her left el­bow on the marble man­tel­piece, and look­ing down in­to the oth­er’s now up­turned face, “I don’t like your little friend,” she said de­lib­er­ately. “I’ve been study­ing her closely ever since she ar­rived on Thursday af­ter­noon, though she didn’t seem aware of my ex­ist­ence till after lunch today. When I was in Amer­ica last year, they’d in­ven­ted a name for that sort of young wo­man. She’s out, all the time, for what she can get. ‘A gold-dig­ger’—that’s the slang Amer­ic­an term for that kind of young per­son, Mary. I know what I’m talk­ing about.”

			“How can you pos­sibly know?”

			“By in­stinct, my dear! If I were you I should give pretty Mrs. Lex­ton a very wide berth.”

			And then, rather to the re­lief of the oth­er two, she ex­claimed, “Hav­ing done what’s al­ways fool­ish—that is, said ex­actly what I think—I’m off to watch the cham­pi­on bil­liard-play­er.”

			After she had left the room, Mrs. Hamp­ton said slowly, “It’s sad to hear a good wo­man, for Joan is really a good wo­man, say such cruel, un­kind things.”

			“It’s odd, too, for no one can show more real un­der­stand­ing sym­pathy when one’s in trouble,” answered Lady Flora in a low voice. She was re­mem­ber­ing a time of fright­ful sor­row in her own life, when Joan Rod­ney had been one of the few friends whose pres­ence had not jarred on her.

			“Ah, well! She’s de­voted to you. Also, you’re an an­gel, Flora, so there’s no great mer­it in be­ing kind to you. What Joan Rod­ney can’t for­give in an­oth­er wo­man is youth, hap­pi­ness—”

			“And, I sup­pose, beauty,” in­ter­jec­ted Lady Flora. “Yet to me there is some­thing so dis­arm­ing, so pathet­ic, about Mrs. Lex­ton.”

			“Then Joan has such a poor opin­ion of hu­man nature,” went on Mrs. Hamp­ton in a vexed tone. “You heard with what de­light she quoted that hor­rid little bit of dogger­el. Still, quite between ourselves, Flora, I must ad­mit that, in a sense, she is more right than she knows about Ivy Lex­ton.”

			Lady Flora looked dis­mayed. “In what way, Mary?”

			“Ivy is very fond of money, or rather of spend­ing it. In fact she is idi­ot­ic­ally ex­tra­vag­ant. She is dan­cing mad, and be­longs to the two most ex­pens­ive night clubs in town. It’s her fault that they’ve frittered away a lot of Jer­vis Lex­ton’s cap­it­al. Also, there’s a side to her, for all her pretty man­ners, that isn’t pretty at all.”

			“How d’you mean?” and the oth­er looked puzzled.

			Mrs. Hamp­ton hes­it­ated. Then she smiled a little rue­fully. “My maid told me that when Ivy ar­rived she was quite rude to An­nie—you know, my nice old house­maid?—be­cause there was no bottle of scent on her dress­ing-table! There was one, it seems, last time she was here. It had been left by some vis­it­or—I don’t un­der­take to provide such lux­ur­ies.”

			“That doesn’t sound very nice, cer­tainly,” Lady Flora looked na­ively sur­prised.

			“Then, if I’m to be really hon­est, my dear, there’s no doubt that one reas­on why Joan Rod­ney has taken such a fe­ro­cious dis­like to Ivy Lex­ton is ow­ing to the fact that I stu­pidly told Ivy this morn­ing of Joan’s mar­vel­lous bit of luck—I mean of that big leg­acy from the Amer­ic­an cous­in. I’m afraid that’s why Ivy, who be­haved all yes­ter­day as if Joan hardly ex­is­ted, began at once to make up to her! But pretty ways are very much lost on our Joan.”

			She began to laugh. She really couldn’t help it, re­mem­ber­ing the way her friend had re­ceived the young­er wo­man’s over­tures of friend­ship.

			Lady Flora looked dis­turbed, for she was one of those rare hu­man be­ings to whom it is a pain to think ill of any­body.

			“After all, Joan’s money is of no good to any­one but her­self, Mary? I don’t see why you should sup­pose poor little Mrs. Lex­ton made up to her be­cause of that leg­acy.”

			The oth­er looked at her fix­edly.

			“Ivy Lex­ton has a good deal in com­mon with the heroine of Jack’s fa­vour­ite draw­ing-room story.”

			“What story?” asked Lady Flora. Her host’s rather sly sense of hu­mour had nev­er ap­pealed to her, though they were quite good friends.

			“The story of the lady who said to her hus­band, ‘Oh, do let’s go and see them; they’re so rich!’ to be met with the an­swer, ‘My dear, I would if it was catch­ing!’ ”

			Lady Flora looked a little puzzled. “He was quite right. Money is not catch­ing, though I sup­pose most people wish it were.”

			“A great many people are con­vinced that it is, Flora, and our little Ivy is among them. I’m sure she feels that if she rubs her­self up against it close enough, a little will cer­tainly come off. And I’m not sure, in her case, that she’s not right!”

			But Lady Flora could be ob­stin­ate in her mild way.

			“I like Mrs. Lex­ton,” she said gently. “I’m go­ing to call on her when we’re all in town again. She’s prom­ised to take me to a nice quiet night club. I’ve al­ways longed to see one. I want my sis­ter-in-law, I mean Jenny, to know her. Jenny loves young people. She gives amus­ing little dances—”

			“I think you’ll make a mis­take if you in­tro­duce Ivy to the Duch­ess.”

			“I don’t see why, my dear? After all, Mary, your little friend has been very sweet to me, and that though she knows I’m really poor.”

			The oth­er wo­man gave a quick look at her friend. Some­times she thought Flora Des­mond too good, too simple, even for hu­man nature’s daily food.

		
	
		
			I

			The Ju­ly sun shone slant­wise in­to the ugly, al­most sor­did-look­ing bed­room where Ivy Lex­ton, still only half dressed, had just be­gun mak­ing up her lovely face in front of a tar­nished, dust-powdered toi­let-glass.

			It was nine o’clock in the morn­ing; an hour ago she had had her cup of tea and—mind­ful of her fig­ure—the hard bis­cuit which was the only thing she al­lowed her­self by way of break­fast. Her hus­band, hope­lessly idle, easy-natured, well-bred Jer­vis Lex­ton, was still fast asleep in the little back bed­room his wife called his dress­ing-room, but which was their box-room and gen­er­al “glory-hole.”

			Everything that had been of any real value there had gradu­ally dis­ap­peared in the last few weeks, for Ivy and Jer­vis Lex­ton, to use their own rue­ful ex­pres­sion, were in­deed stony-broke.

			Yet they had star­ted their mar­ried life, six years be­fore, with a cap­it­al of sixty-eight thou­sand pounds. Now they were al­most pen­ni­less. In­deed, what Ivy called to her­self with great­er truth than was usu­al “her little all,” that is, a pound note, and twelve shil­lings and six­pence in sil­ver, lay on the stained, dis­col­oured ma­hogany dress­ing-table be­fore which she was now stand­ing.

			How amazed would her still large circle of friends and ac­quaint­ances have been had they learnt how des­per­ate and how hope­less was her own and her hus­band’s fin­an­cial po­s­i­tion. Yes­ter­day she had even tried to sell two charm­ing frocks brought back for her by a good-natured friend from Par­is. But she had only been offered a few shil­lings for the two, so she had brought them home again.

			And now, as her eyes fell on the pound note and tiny heap of sil­ver, they filled with angry tears. How she loathed these sor­did, hate­ful lodgings! What a ter­rible, even a ter­ri­fy­ing thing, it was to have fallen so low as to have to live here, in two shabby, ill-kept bed­rooms, where there wasn’t even a hanging cup­board for her pretty clothes, and where the draw­ers of the painted deal chest of draw­ers would neither shut nor open.

			The Lex­tons had come there for two reas­ons. One, a stu­pid reas­on, be­cause their land­lady was the wid­ow of a man who had been em­ployed as a lad in the stables of Jer­vis Lex­ton’s fath­er. A bet­ter reas­on was that, ow­ing to there be­ing no bath­room in the house, the rooms were amaz­ingly, fant­ast­ic­ally cheap. The Lex­tons had already been camp­ing here, as Ivy’s hus­band put it, for some months, but they rarely gave any of their friends their ad­dress. Jer­vis still be­longed to a fam­ous club to which some of his rich men ac­quaint­ances would have giv­en much to be­long; and Ivy had a guinea sub­scrip­tion to a small bridge club from which her let­ters were for­war­ded each day.

			There came a knock at the bed­room door. It was a funny, fum­bling knock, and she knew it for that of the land­lady’s little boy.

			Fling­ing a pale pink lace-trimmed wrap­per round her, “Come in,” she called out sharply.

			The child came in, hold­ing in his grubby hand two let­ters.

			She took them from him, and quickly glanced at the en­vel­opes. The one, in­scribed in a firm mas­cu­line hand­writ­ing to her present, Pimlico, ad­dress, she put down on the dress­ing-table un­opened. She knew, or thought she knew, so well what it con­tained.

			There had been a time, not so very long ago, when Ivy Lex­ton’s beau­ti­ful eyes would have shone at the sight of that hand­writ­ing. A time when she would have torn that en­vel­ope open at once, so that her senses could ab­sorb with de­light the ar­dent prot­est­a­tions of love writ­ten on the large plain sheet of pa­per that en­vel­ope con­tained.

			But she no longer felt “like that” to­wards her daily cor­res­pond­ent, Ro­ger Gret­orex. Also she was go­ing to see him this morn­ing in the hope, nay, the cer­tainty, that he would help to tide over this hor­rid mo­ment of dif­fi­culty, by giv­ing her whatever money he could put his hands on.

			Gret­orex was of a very dif­fer­ent stamp from the men who had up to now fallen in love with her. He wor­shipped her with all his heart and soul, while yet con­scious that he was now do­ing what, be­fore he had been temp­ted, he would have un­hes­it­at­ingly con­demned in an­oth­er man. As to that, and oth­er mat­ters of less mo­ment, he was what Ivy Lex­ton felt to be ludicrously old-fash­ioned, and she had soon be­come weary of him, and sa­ti­ated with the jeal­ous de­vo­tion he lav­ished on her.

			Also, Ro­ger Gret­orex was poor; not poor as Ivy’s hus­band had be­come, largely through his own fault and hers, but through that of his fath­er, a great Sus­sex squire, who had gambled and muddled away his only son’s in­her­it­ance. That was why Gret­orex was a doc­tor, and not what the wo­man he loved would have liked him to be, an idle young man of means.

			The oth­er en­vel­ope was ad­dressed in a wo­man’s flow­ing hand, and it had been sent on from Ivy’s bridge club.

			The writer of the many sheets this thick, cream-laid en­vel­ope con­tained was named Rose Ar­undell. She was a well-to-do, gen­er­ous, rather fool­ish young wid­ow, who had taken a great fancy to lovely Mrs. Jer­vis Lex­ton. Mrs. Ar­undell had been, nay, was, a most use­ful friend, and a look of dis­may shad­owed Ivy Lex­ton’s face as she read on and on, till she reached the end of the long let­ter.

			
				
					Wed­nes­day af­ter­noon.

				
				Ivy, darling, I have the most astound­ing news to tell you!

				I’ll be­gin at the be­gin­ning. Be­sides, I can’t help think­ing—for I know you’re rather wor­ried just now, poor dear—that it may be of help to you. D’you re­mem­ber my telling you last time we met at that tire­some fête where we couldn’t see each oth­er for a mo­ment alone, that I’d had a won­der­ful ad­ven­ture? That I’d been to a for­tune-tell­er? Her name is Mrs. Thrawn. She lives at No. 1 Ranelagh Reach on the Em­bank­ment. Her fee is a pound—and I feel in­clined to send her a thou­sand pounds when I think of what she has done for me!

				I don’t mind telling you now that I was on the point of tak­ing that silly boy, Ronny. No one knows but my­self how hor­ribly lonely I’ve been. Well, I thought I’d go and see this Mrs. Thrawn and hear what she’d got to say; for, after all, I didn’t love Ronny, and I al­ways had a dread­ful sus­pi­cion it was my money he liked, rather than me.

				Well, my dear, I went off trem­bling. But I can’t tell you how won­der­ful she was! She de­scribed Ronny and warned me against him. Then she said that an ex­traordin­ary change was com­ing over my life, and that if I would only be pa­tient and wait, everything I had most longed for would come to pass. She was most aw­fully kind—really kind. She said that if I was sens­ible and did what she said—I mean re­fuse Ronny—I should take a long jour­ney very soon to a place that she, Mrs. Thrawn, knew well and loved; and that I should be very, very happy there. That place was In­dia, as I knew, for the wo­man who first told me about Mrs. Thrawn said she was the wid­ow of a mis­sion­ary!

				And then, oh, Ivy, what do you think happened? I won­der if you re­mem­ber all I told you about the sol­dier who was my first love? The man whom my moth­er would not let me marry and who did so splen­didly in the war? He’s home on leave from In­dia, where he has a splen­did ap­point­ment. We ran across one an­oth­er in the street, and I asked him to come and see me. You can guess the rest!

				His leave is up by the end of next week. We shall be mar­ried very quietly on Thursday, and sail for In­dia on Fri­day.

				I’m in a whirl, as you can ima­gine. I’d love to have you at my wed­ding, darling, for you really are my dearest friend. But he doesn’t want any­one there who didn’t know us both in the old days, be­fore the war. He hasn’t a bean, but, thank God, I’ve plenty for us both!

				
					Your de­voted

					Rose.

				
			

			Ivy Lex­ton put the long let­ter she had just read down on the dress­ing-table. Then she took up the oth­er, still un­opened, en­vel­ope, and stuffed it in­to her bag. After all she could read the let­ter it con­tained in the om­ni­bus, on her way to see Ro­ger Gret­orex. He had taken over for a friend a slum prac­tice in West­min­ster, and he lived in what Ivy called a hor­rid little street named Ferry Place.

			She turned again to­wards the look­ing-glass, and began once more mak­ing up her face at the point where she had been in­ter­rup­ted. She was so used to the pro­cess that she worked quickly, mech­an­ic­ally, though tak­ing a great deal of in­tel­li­gent care, far more care than did most of her young mar­ried wo­men friends.

			With re­gard to everything that con­cerned her­self, Ivy Lex­ton was quick, un­can­nily shrewd, and in­stinct­ively clev­er. She knew how to ex­ploit to the very best ad­vant­age her ex­cep­tion­al phys­ic­al beauty, her nat­ur­al charm of man­ner, and, above all, her ex­traordin­ary al­lure for men.

			And yet, so un­sus­pi­cious is hu­man nature in that strat­um of the fin­an­cially, easy, agree­ably self-ab­sorbed, and pleas­ure-lov­ing world in which Ivy played a not un­im­port­ant part, that all the men, and many of the wo­men, who came across her in that world, would have told you that Ivy Lex­ton was “a dear little thing,” “a reg­u­lar sport,” “a good plucked one,” and “a splen­did wife to that rot­ter Lex­ton.”

			When she had fin­ished what was al­ways to her an in­ter­est­ing and pleas­ant task, she stood still, and did noth­ing, for a mo­ment. She longed to get away from this hate­ful room and this hor­rible house, yet Ro­ger Gret­orex would not be free of his poorer pa­tients for quite a long while. This was the more tire­some as she al­ways went in­to his tiny mid-Vic­tori­an house by the back way, through the sur­gery, which gave in­to a blind al­ley.

			Sud­denly her eyes fell on “her little all.” Why shouldn’t she take that pound note, and call on Rose Ar­undell’s won­der­ful for­tune-tell­er on her way to Ferry Place? After all, she, too, might have an un­ex­pec­ted bit of luck wait­ing for her round the corner.

			She slipped on a cool pale-pink cot­ton frock giv­en her by that same gen­er­ous friend who was now, to her re­gret, go­ing out of her life. Then she jammed a little brown straw hat on her fair, nat­ur­ally wavy, shingled head, and, tip­toe­ing down the car­pet­less stairs, she hur­ried through the dirty hall in­to the sun­shiny street.

			

			Ranelagh Reach con­sisted of a row of six early nine­teenth-cen­tury houses on that part of the Em­bank­ment which forms a link between West­min­ster and Chelsea. Two of the houses had evid­ently been taken over lately by well-to-do people, for they had been re­painted, and their win­dow-boxes were now filled with ivy-leaved gerani­ums. The four oth­er houses were shabby-look­ing and dilap­id­ated, and it was in one of these that there dwelt the wo­man who had taken as her pro­fes­sion­al name that of Janet Thrawn. The blinds of No. 1 were down, the brown paint on the front door had peeled, and the steps had evid­ently not been “done” for days. Everything looked so poverty-stricken that Ivy felt sur­prised when a very neat and cap­able-look­ing maid opened the door in an­swer to her pull at the old-fash­ioned bell. She had ex­pec­ted to see a slat­ternly little girl.

			“I’ve come to see Mrs. Thrawn; Mrs. Ar­undell sent me.”

			“I’m not sure that Mrs. Thrawn can see you, miss, un­less you’ve made an ap­point­ment. But please come in, while I go and see.”

			The in­side of the little house was in its way as much of a sur­prise as the maid; it was very dif­fer­ent from what the out­side would have led the vis­it­or to ex­pect. There was a fine Per­sian rug on the floor of the nar­row hall, and plenty of light came in from a win­dow halfway up the stair­case. Af­fixed to the red walls were plaster casts of hands, form­ing a curi­ous, un­canny kind of dec­or­a­tion.

			After the maid had gone up­stairs Ivy Lex­ton felt a sud­den im­pulse “to cut and run.” A pound note meant a great deal to her just now. But as she was turn­ing to­wards the front door, the wo­man came down the steep stairs of the old house.

			“Mrs. Thrawn will see you,” she said. Then she turned and pre­ceded the vis­it­or up the stair­case.

			As they reached the land­ing the maid mur­mured:

			“Mrs. Thrawn won’t be a mo­ment.”

			Ivy Lex­ton looked round her nervously. There were evid­ently two rooms on this floor—the front room, of which the blinds were down, and a back room, of which the door was masked by a heavy em­broidered green silk cur­tain. On the patch of wall which formed the third side of the land­ing was a dark oil paint­ing, bear­ing on its tar­nished gold frame the in­scrip­tion in black let­ters, “The Witch.” The sub­ject was that of a white-haired wo­man be­ing burnt alive, while an evil-look­ing crowd gloated over the hideous sight.

			There came the tinkle of a bell.

			“Mrs. Thrawn will see you now,” said the wo­man shortly, draw­ing back the cur­tain to show a door already ajar.

			“Come in!” called a full, res­on­ant voice.

			Feel­ing ex­cited and curi­ous, for this was the first time she had ever been to a for­tune-tell­er, Ivy brushed past the maid.

			Then she felt a pang of dis­ap­point­ment. The room be­fore her was so very or­din­ary—just an old-fash­ioned back draw­ing-room, con­tain­ing one or two good pieces of fur­niture, while on the chim­neypiece stood a row of sil­ver-gilt In­di­an or­na­ments.

			Even the sooth­say­er, the ob­vi­ous own­er of this room, im­pressed her cli­ent as be­ing al­most com­mon­place. At any rate there was noth­ing mys­ter­i­ous or ro­mantic about her ap­pear­ance. She was a tall, power­ful-look­ing wo­man, near­er sixty than fifty. Her grey hair was cut short, and she was clad in an old-fash­ioned tea-gown, of bright blue cashmere, which fell from her neck to her feet in heavy folds.

			The most re­mark­able fea­ture of Mrs. Thrawn’s face was her eyes. They were light hazel, lu­min­ous, com­pel­ling eyes, and as Ivy Lex­ton ad­vanced rather tim­idly to­wards her they be­came dilated, as if with a sud­den shock of grip­ping, over­whelm­ing sur­prise.

			Yet noth­ing could have ap­peared at once more simple and more at­tract­ive than this lovely girl who wanted to take a peep in­to the fu­ture. Ivy Lex­ton looked al­most a child in her flesh-col­oured cot­ton frock and the simple pull-on brown hat which framed her ex­quis­ite little face.

			Mak­ing a de­term­ined ef­fort over her­self, Mrs. Thrawn with­drew her as­ton­ished and, in­deed, af­frighted, glance from her vis­it­or, and said coldly, “I can­not give you long this morn­ing, for I have an ap­point­ment”—she looked at her wrist­watch—“in twenty minutes. I sup­pose you know my fee is a pound, paid in ad­vance?”

			Ivy felt a touch of re­sent­ment. Only twenty minutes for a whole pound? Yet she was be­gin­ning to feel the com­pel­ling power of the wo­man, and so, slowly, she took the one-pound note that re­mained to her out of her bag.

			Mrs. Thrawn slipped the note in­to one of the patch pock­ets of her gown, and mo­tioned her vis­it­or to a low stool, while she sat down, her­self, in a big arm­chair op­pos­ite. For a mo­ment Ivy felt as she had felt when as a little girl she was go­ing to be scol­ded.

			“We will be­gin with your hands. No! Not like that. Your left hand first, please, and the back to start with.”

			As she took Ivy’s hand in her cool firm grasp Mrs. Thrawn said quietly, “I need not tell you that you have amaz­ing powers of—well, keep­ing your own coun­sel, when it suits you to do so.”

			Then she turned the hand she held over, and tak­ing a small lens out of the pock­et where now lay Ivy’s one-pound note, she closely scru­tin­ised the lines cris­scross­ing the rosy palm.

			“You’ve the most ex­traordin­ary fate-line that I’ve ever seen—and that’s say­ing a very great deal,” she ob­served.

			“What I want to know,” began Ivy eagerly, “is—”

			“Wheth­er there is go­ing to be any change for the bet­ter in your life?”

			The for­tune-tell­er waited a mo­ment, and, lift­ing her head, she gave her cli­ent a long meas­ur­ing look. “Yes, there is go­ing to be a great change in your life. But as to wheth­er it will be for the bet­ter or for the worse—?”

			Mrs. Thrawn hes­it­ated for what seemed to the oth­er a long time. But at last she ex­claimed, “From your point of view I should say ‘for the bet­ter,’ for I see money, a great deal of money, com­ing your way.”

			Ivy turned crim­son, so great were her sur­prise and joy.

			“Will it be soon?” she asked eagerly.

			“Very soon—in a few hours from now.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Quite sure.”

			Mrs. Thrawn lif­ted her great head, and again she looked at her vis­it­or fix­edly.

			“May I speak plainly? Will you try not to be of­fen­ded at what I’m go­ing to say?”

			“Noth­ing you say could of­fend me,” cried Ivy in her pret­ti­est man­ner. “You don’t know how happy you’ve made me!”

			“I do know. But, though I don’t sup­pose you will ever be­lieve it, money is not everything, Mrs.—”

			“—Lex­ton.”

			The name slipped out. After all, why shouldn’t she tell Mrs. Thrawn her name? Yet she was sorry she had done so a few mo­ments later, for the for­tune-tell­er, lean­ing for­ward, ex­claimed harshly:

			“Now for the powder after the jam! I sense that you are en­gaged in an il­li­cit love af­fair fraught to you, and to oth­ers also, with fright­ful danger.”

			Once more Ivy’s face crim­soned un­der her clev­er makeup, but this time with fear and dis­may. Her eyes fell be­fore the oth­er wo­man’s hard scru­tiny.

			“Wrong is, of course, a mat­ter of con­science, and I know you think you have noth­ing to be ashamed of. But you are lead­ing a fine soul astray, and evil in­flu­ences are gath­er­ing round you.”

			“I know that I’ve done wrong,” faltered Ivy, frightened and per­plexed by Mrs. Thrawn’s man­ner, rather than by her warn­ing.

			The oth­er said sharply, “You know noth­ing of the sort! You’ve not got what I call a con­science, Mrs. Lex­ton. But a con­science nowadays is a very old-fash­ioned at­trib­ute. Many a young wo­man would hardly know what to do with one if she had it!”

			Ivy did not know what to an­swer, and felt sorry in­deed that she had let this cen­sori­ous, dis­agree­able per­son know her name.

			“For your own sake,” went on Mrs. Thrawn earn­estly, “break with this man who loves you. For one thing, ‘it’s well to be off with the old love be­fore you are on with the new.’ ”

			“Then there is go­ing to be an­oth­er man in my life?” Ivy asked eagerly.

			“I see a stranger com­ing in­to your life with­in a few hours from now. Wheth­er his valu­able friend­ship for you en­dures will en­tirely de­pend on your­self.”

			Mrs. Thrawn got up from her chair.

			“As we haven’t much time, I will now look in­to the crys­tal.”

			She drew down the blind of the one win­dow in the room, and, go­ing across to the writ­ing-table, she took off it a heavy, round glass ball which looked like, and might in­deed have been sold for, a pa­per­weight. Then, mov­ing for­ward a small, low table, she put it between her­self and her vis­it­or.

			“Don’t speak,” she said quickly. “Try to empty your mind of all thought.”

			Bend­ing her head, she gazed in­to the crys­tal, and what seemed to Ivy Lex­ton a long time went by.

			In real­ity, it might have been as long as two minutes be­fore Mrs. Thrawn began speak­ing again, this time in a quick, muffled voice.

			“I see you both now, you and the dark young man on whom you will bring un­ut­ter­able misery and shame, and who will bring you dis­tress and dis­ap­point­ment, if you do not break with him now, today. The safe way is still open to you, Mrs. Lex­ton, but soon it will be closed, and you will find your­self in a pris­on of your own mak­ing, and trapped—trapped like a rat in a sink­ing ship.”

			Again there was a long, tense si­lence, and again Ivy began to feel vaguely frightened.

			The pre­dic­tion of shame and misery to an­oth­er meant very little, if in­deed any­thing, to her. But dis­tress and dis­ap­point­ment to her­self? Ah! that was an­oth­er thing al­to­geth­er. Ivy very much dis­liked meet­ing with even tri­fling dis­ap­point­ments.

			Mrs. Thrawn looked up. All the bril­liance had gone out of her curi­ous, lu­min­ous eyes.

			“I fear you will not fol­low the bet­ter way,” she said slowly. “In­deed, I sense that you are mak­ing up your mind not to fol­low it, un­less the do­ing so falls in with your oth­er plans. I see this dark young man’s des­tiny closely in­ter­twined with your life. He will bear the scars you are about to in­flict on him to his grave, and that wheth­er he lives but a few months, or a long life­time. You do not what you call love him any more. But he loves you as you have nev­er yet been loved, and nev­er will be.”

			Her voice softened and be­came low and pi­ti­ful, for the girl who was now gaz­ing at her with a sur­prised, frightened ex­pres­sion on her ex­quis­ite face looked too young to be what the sooth­say­er be­lieved her to be, that is, already doomed, un­less she altered her whole way of life, to suf­fer ter­rible things.

			“As wo­man to wo­man, let me give you a word of ad­vice, Mrs. Lex­ton. For your own sake try to fol­low it.”

			“I will!” cried Ivy sin­cerely.

			“Do not be afraid of poverty—” And then, as she saw the oth­er’s in­stinct­ive re­coil, “Poverty does not touch the likes of you with its cold fin­ger,” and Mrs. Thrawn gave an eer­ie laugh. “If you are wise, if you do what is still open to you to do, you will have ups and downs, but the ups will pre­dom­in­ate, and there will al­ways be some man, even when you be­come what I should call an old wo­man, who will be proud, yes, proud, to be your banker.”

			“Do you see some­thing nice com­ing for me soon in that glass ball?” asked Ivy nervously.

			She longed, secretly, to be told some­thing more of the new man who was com­ing in­to her life.

			Mrs. Thrawn bent over the cloudy crys­tal. Then she muttered:

			“The pic­tures are form­ing. They are com­ing thick and fast. And—but no, I will not tell you what I see, for what I am see­ing may not con­cern you at all. It may con­cern the fu­ture of the wo­man who is now on my door­step—”

			And, as she said the word “door­step,” the old-fash­ioned house-bell pealed through the house.

			Mrs. Thrawn rose and put her crys­tal back on the writ­ing-table. Then she pulled up the blind.

			“We’ve only a few mo­ments left. But I’m go­ing, for my own sat­is­fac­tion,” she in­ter­jec­ted in a sin­gu­lar tone, “to tell your for­tune by the cards.”

			As she spoke she took a pack of cards out of the draw­er of her writ­ing-table, and sank down again in­to her chair.

			“Now, cut.”

			After Ivy had obeyed, the sooth­say­er rap­idly dealt out the cards. Then she put down her fin­ger on the queen of hearts.

			“This card stands for you,” she dragged her fin­ger along. “And here is the king of dia­monds, the man who is com­ing in­to your life, and who will give you money, much money. Even so—” she shook her head, “you will nev­er be able to count on him as you can count on the man who is still bound to you, and whom I bid you cast out of your life at once—at once.”

			She swept the cards to­geth­er and rose from her chair.

			“I saw trouble in your hand; I saw trouble in the crys­tal; I saw great trouble in the cards. Yet, Mrs. Lex­ton, you are not a wo­man who troubles trouble be­fore trouble troubles you. Even so, un­less you fol­low my ad­vice about your present lov­er, I see mis­for­tune gal­lop­ing to­wards you like a rider­less horse.”

			“But you do still be­lieve that I’m go­ing to get a lot of money?” Ivy asked plead­ingly. “Did the cards tell you that also?”

			“Yes, the cards told me that also.”

			From out­side the door came the sound of foot­steps.

			“One last word—one last warn­ing. When you came in­to this room you were not alone, Mrs. Lex­ton.”

			Ivy stared at her. What could Mrs. Thrawn mean? Of course she had been alone!

			“You were ac­com­pan­ied, sur­roun­ded, by a huge mob of men and wo­men, in­vis­ible to you, but vis­ible to me. Are you an act­ress?”

			“I was an act­ress, for a little while, be­fore I mar­ried,” said Ivy, smil­ing. “And I’d love to go back on the stage, but only as a lead­ing lady, of course.”

			“Giv­en cer­tain even­tu­al­it­ies, you will be­come of great mo­ment, of ab­sorb­ing in­terest, to hun­dreds of thou­sands of people. Men and wo­men will fight over you—the news­pa­pers will re­cord your every move­ment.”

			Ivy smiled self-con­sciously. This last un­ex­pec­ted pre­dic­tion gave her a thrill of pleas­ur­able ex­cite­ment. What could it mean but a tri­umphant re­turn to the stage, of which she had been hitherto only a humble and tran­si­ent or­na­ment?

			“There is a wo­man already in your life—I see her now stand­ing be­hind you. She is a grey-haired, worn-look­ing old wo­man. If you fail to do what I ad­vise you to do, she will play an over­whelm­ing part in your des­tiny. In­deed it is she who may de­term­ine your fate.”

			Then she turned, and tak­ing a tiny sil­ver-gilt bell off the man­tel­piece she rang it sharply.

			The door opened, and the maid pulled aside the heavy cur­tain. There was no stranger wait­ing on the land­ing. Ivy looked so sur­prised that the wo­man smiled. “Mrs. Thrawn doesn’t like her cli­ents to cross one an­oth­er. The lady who has just come in is wait­ing in the front room.”

			As Mrs. Thrawn’s late vis­it­or walked quickly down the Em­bank­ment to­wards the place for which she was bound, she felt more really light­hearted than she had felt for, oh! such a long time. Money com­ing her way—and a new man in her life? That was all Ivy Lex­ton really re­membered of that curi­ous in­ter­view. The warn­ings Mrs. Thrawn had giv­en her she put down to the sooth­say­er’s con­ven­tion­al out­look on life.

			As for the wo­man’s ad­vice con­cern­ing Ro­ger Gret­orex, she ought to have known, be­ing a for­tune-tell­er, that she, Ivy, had already made up her mind to break with her secret lov­er. She could not, how­ever, break with him today, for two reas­ons. First, she was go­ing to ask him for a little money, and secondly, he was giv­ing a theatre-party this even­ing. She, Ivy, her friend Rose Ar­undell, and Jer­vis Lex­ton were to be Gret­orex’s guests, and he was tak­ing them on, after the play, to sup­per at the Sa­voy. That had been settled days ago.

			Rose Ar­undell? She told her­self vex­edly that Rose would cer­tainly “chuck.” In fact it was plain that Rose had for­got­ten all about to­night’s en­gage­ment, or she would have men­tioned it in her let­ter. They would be three in­stead of four. But per­haps, after all, that didn’t really mat­ter, for Jer­vis was quite fond of Ro­ger.

			There was, how­ever, a fly, al­beit a small fly, in the oint­ment. There was no such per­son, there nev­er had been, or, it seemed to her, could be, in her life, as a worn-look­ing, grey-haired wo­man. This fact made her feel a little doubt­ful, a little anxious, as to the truth of the for­tune-tell­er’s oth­er pre­dic­tions.

		
	
		
			II

			“Why, there’s Mr. Rush­worth! Do go over and ask him to join us for cof­fee.”

			Ivy Lex­ton was smil­ing at her hus­band—a de­li­cious, roguish smile. As he smiled back, he told him­self with con­scious sat­is­fac­tion that his little wife was far the pret­ti­est wo­man here to­night.

			Her sleekly brushed-back au­burn hair, white skin, vi­ol­et eyes, and slender roun­ded fig­ure were wont to re­mind those few of her ad­mirers fa­mil­i­ar with the art of Rom­ney of a cer­tain por­trait of Nel­son’s Emma, spin­ning.

			Ivy’s hus­band was pleas­antly aware that she was not only the pret­ti­est, but also one of the smartest look­ing, of the wo­men sup­ping at the Sa­voy to­night. This was the more com­mend­able, from simple Jer­vis Lex­ton’s point of view, as they were so hard up—stony-broke, in fact.

			He gen­er­ally did at once any­thing Ivy asked him to do, but now he waited for a few mo­ments.

			“D’you mean that chap we met at the Hamp­tons? I don’t see him.”

			“Don’t be stu­pid, darling! He’s over in that corner, with two dowdy-look­ing wo­men, look­ing bored to death. I’m sure he’ll be de­lighted to join us for cof­fee.”

			There had come an edge of ir­rit­a­tion in her se­duct­ive voice. Ivy had a pe­cu­li­ar and very in­di­vidu­al in­ton­a­tion, and many a man had found it the most en­chant­ing voice in the world.

			At last Lex­ton rose, just a thought un­will­ingly. He had been en­joy­ing him­self to­night, for­get­ting the money anxi­et­ies which had at last be­come des­per­ately press­ing, while listen­ing to his wife’s gay chat­ter con­cern­ing the well-known people who were also sup­ping at the Sa­voy this Ju­ly night.

			The young man liked a party of just three friends much bet­ter than the big noisy sup­pers to which he some­times es­cor­ted his wife. In a way it was funny that their host, a grim-look­ing young doc­tor named Ro­ger Gret­orex, was their friend, for even Lex­ton real­ised that, though he and Gret­orex were both coun­try-bred, and be­longed to the now van­ish­ing old county gentry class, they had noth­ing else in com­mon.

			The host had hardly said a word dur­ing the whole even­ing, either at the theatre, or since they had come on here. So ta­cit­urn had he been that Lex­ton sup­posed the poor chap was glum be­cause the pretty wid­ow, Mrs. Ar­undell, whom they were to have brought with them to make a fourth, had fallen out. He knew that Ivy sus­pec­ted that Gret­orex liked Mrs. Ar­undell quite a little bit. If so, the young man was out of luck, for he was the last sort of chap an at­tract­ive wid­ow was likely to fancy.

			As he threaded his way between the crowded round tables, there came over Jer­vis Lex­ton a queer and very def­in­ite feel­ing of un­will­ing­ness to obey his wife. He re­membered that he and Ivy had met this man, Miles Rush­worth, about three weeks ago at a week­end coun­try house party, and that Ivy had taken quite a fancy to him. But he, Jer­vis, re­membered that he him­self had not taken to Rush­worth. For one thing, he had thought the man too damn clev­er and pleased with him­self.

			Rush­worth was, how­ever, an enorm­ously rich man, and Ivy had spent most of the Sat­urday even­ing of that long week­end out in the moon­lit garden, pa­cing up and down with him. Late that same night she had told her hus­band, ex­citedly, that her new friend had said he thought he could find what Lex­ton had long been look­ing for—an easy, well-paid job.

			But Ivy’s hus­band, simple though he might be, had learnt a thing or two since they had joined the ranks of what some call “the new poor.” One was that, though his wife could twist most men round her little fin­ger, it didn’t fol­low she could make them do much to help him. This time he had been so far wrong that on the Monday morn­ing this chap Rush­worth, after mo­tor­ing them both back to town, when say­ing good­bye had muttered some­thing to Ivy as to “set­ting your hus­band on his feet again.” But this had happened a good three weeks ago, and their new ac­quaint­ance had giv­en no fur­ther sign of life.

			

			After Lex­ton had ris­en from the little round table, the two he had left sit­ting there kept si­lence for what seemed, to the wo­man, a long time. Then sud­denly Gret­orex ex­claimed, in a low tense voice, “How I hate hear­ing you call that man ‘darling’!”

			Ivy Lex­ton made no an­swer to that state­ment. She was pick­ing up the tiny crumbs left by her fairy bread from the side of her plate, and ar­ran­ging them in a dia­mond pat­tern on the table­cloth. But, though she seemed in­tent on her ba­by­ish task, she was an­grily, im­pa­tiently aware that her com­pan­ion was gaz­ing at her with un­happy, frown­ing eyes. His words had cut across her pleas­ant thoughts—her joy­ful re­lief at hav­ing seen Miles Rush­worth, at know­ing that in a few mo­ments he would be here, with her.

			“I’m sorry I made this plan about to­night,” she said at last, scarcely mov­ing her lips. “It was stu­pid of me.”

			“It was more than stu­pid of me to agree to it,” muttered Gret­orex sav­agely. “I’ve nev­er been more wretched in my life than I’ve been to­night!”

			She told her­self, with a touch of con­tempt, that what he had just said was not only stu­pid, but ut­terly un­true. Why should the pres­ence of her good-hu­moured, easy­going hus­band make Ro­ger wretched? But she kept her feel­ing of ir­rit­a­tion in check.

			She glanced round at him—it was a plead­ing, tender glance—and his heart leapt. How won­drous beau­ti­ful she was, and—how di­vinely kind!

			And then a curi­ous thing happened to Ro­ger Gret­orex. In that softly il­lumined, flower-scen­ted, lux­uri­ous Lon­don res­taur­ant, it was as if he saw in a vis­ion the wist­ful and plain, if in­tel­li­gent, face of a girl he had known the whole of her short life. Her name was En­id Dent, and she was now twenty-one. Had he not met Ivy Lex­ton sev­en months ago, he and En­id Dent would now have been en­gaged to be mar­ried. …

			So strong was the half-hal­lu­cin­a­tion that he shut his eyes. When he opened them again the vis­ion was gone, and he was hear­ing the voice which meant more to him than any oth­er voice would ever mean to him in this world mur­mur gently, “It hasn’t been ex­actly cheer­ful for me.”

			Im­puls­ively he ex­claimed, “You’re an an­gel, and I’m a selfish brute, Ivy—”

			She smiled, but it was a mirth­less smile.

			“Not a brute, Ro­ger, only just a little selfish. I was a fool to ask you to ask us to­night—”

			For the first time this even­ing Ivy Lex­ton had uttered a few true, sin­cere words. She knew now that it had been a stu­pid act on her part to bring her hus­band and this strong-natured, not over good-tempered, young man who loved her to­geth­er this even­ing. But after all they had to meet now and again! Poor Jer­vis quite liked Ro­ger Gret­orex. Why couldn’t Ro­ger like Jer­vis, too?

			Ivy was really fond of her hus­band. He was so kindly, so un­sus­pi­cious, on the whole so easy to man­age, and still so ab­so­lutely de­voted to her. And yet of late she of­ten thought, deep in her heart, what a glor­i­ous life she might be lead­ing now, if Jer­vis, less or more de­voted, had gran­ted her, two years ago, an ar­ranged di­vorce. There had been a rich young man who had ad­ored her. But Jer­vis had an­grily re­fused to fall in with her scheme. It had led, in fact, to their only real quar­rel. But “all that” was now for­giv­en and for­got­ten.

			She stole a look at the oc­cu­pants of the oth­er tables and, as she did so, she felt a sharp stab of envy. They all seemed so pros­per­ous, so care­free! Each wo­man had that pe­cu­li­ar, in­defin­able ap­pear­ance which only a happy sense of ma­ter­i­al se­cur­ity be­stows, each man, in his meas­ure, looked like a lord of life. … But what was this Ro­ger Gret­orex was say­ing as he bent to­wards her? “I some­times won­der if you really know, dearest, how much I love you?”

			The ar­dent words were whispered low, but she heard them very clearly, and she smiled. Though she was grow­ing very weary of Ro­ger Gret­orex, it is al­ways sweet to a wo­man to feel she is loved as this man loved her.

			Still, she felt re­lieved when she saw her hus­band, and the three she had sent him for, thread­ing their way through the nar­row lane left between the be­flowered tables.

			Miles Rush­worth was lead­ing the little com­pany. He was the kind of man who al­ways does lead the way. Though he was now only two or three tables off, Ivy real­ised that he had not yet seen her, and so she was able to cast on him a long meas­ur­ing glance.

			Mary Hamp­ton, the wo­man at whose house they had met, had said that he was a mil­lion­aire. The word mil­lion­aire fas­cin­ated Ivy Lex­ton. And then all at once she told her­self that it was Rush­worth, of course it must be, who was the stranger com­ing in­to her life.

			Miles Rush­worth was tall and well built but, had he not kept him­self in good con­di­tion, he would have been a stout man. He had a healthy, al­most a ruddy, com­plex­ion; brown eyes; what is called a good nose; a large, firm mouth; and per­fect teeth. His short-clipped brown hair was already slightly streaked with grey, though he was only thirty-six.

			He was not in, and did not care to be in, what to her­self Ivy called “so­ci­ety.” Neither was he nearly so much a man of the world as was, for in­stance, her own rather fool­ish hus­band. Yet Miles Rush­worth had that un­deni­able air of au­thor­ity, that power of mak­ing him­self at­ten­ded to at once, which al­ways spells brains and char­ac­ter, as well as what old-fash­ioned folk call a good con­ceit of one­self.

			She glanced also, with quick scru­tiny, at Rush­worth’s guests. They were prob­ably a moth­er and daugh­ter, and, though dowdily dressed, ob­vi­ously well-bred wo­men. The older lady was wear­ing a black lace gown of an­ti­quated make; the lace was caught at her breast with an early-Vic­tori­an brooch made of fine dia­monds. Hung round her long, thin neck was an em­er­ald neck­lace. The girl had a pleas­ant, an­im­ated face, and a good fig­ure. Her long hair was still dressed as it had been when she was eight­een—a fact that marked her age as be­ing about sev­en-or eight-and-twenty. She was wear­ing an un­be­com­ing pale mauve dress, and there came over Ivy a fear that she might be a wid­ow. Lovely Ivy Lex­ton shared the eld­er Mr. Weller’s opin­ion con­cern­ing wid­ows.

			The young­er lady’s only or­na­ment was a string of real pearls. The pearls, though not large, were beau­ti­fully matched.

			As Miles Rush­worth came close up to the table, Ivy Lex­ton rose from her chair, and her face broke in­to an en­chant­ing ex­pres­sion of pleas­ure and wel­com­ing sur­prise. As she held out her hand she ex­claimed: “Jer­vis felt sure it was you! Thank you so much for com­ing over here. It is most kind of your friends to come too.”

			Rush­worth took her little hand in his strong grasp. He gazed down in­to her up­turned face with a look which, to her at least, proved she had not been mis­taken, and that, in spite of his broken prom­ise, already she meant some­thing to him.

			He turned round: “May I in­tro­duce my friend Mrs. Lex­ton, Lady Dale?” And then, more lightly, he ex­claimed: “Bella, I want you to know Mrs. Lex­ton!”

			As she held out her hand, “Bella” smiled and looked, with un­en­vi­ous ad­mir­a­tion, at the lovely young wo­man be­fore her. This pleased Ivy, for she had an al­most mor­bid de­sire that all those about her should like her, feel at­trac­ted to her, and think well of her, whatever their re­la­tion to her­self might hap­pen to be.

			A mo­ment later Bella Dale found her­self sit­ting next to a gloomy-look­ing young man who some­how in­ter­ested her be­cause he looked clev­er, as well as gloomy. Jer­vis Lex­ton was talk­ing pleas­antly, hap­pily, to Lady Dale. As for Miles Rush­worth, he had lowered him­self in­to a chair which he had un­ce­re­mo­ni­ously seized from an­oth­er table, and which he had put a little apart from the rest of the party, and close to Mrs. Lex­ton.

			“I have for­got­ten all you told me, and what I prom­ised you,” he said in a low tone. “But I only came back to town this morn­ing, and I’ve been fear­fully busy all the time I’ve been away.”

			He waited a mo­ment, then he asked her what she felt to be a mo­ment­ous ques­tion. “Would your hus­band take a job away from Lon­don?”

			A feel­ing of acute dis­may swept over her. It would be dread­ful if this big power­ful man—power­ful in every sense—were to ar­range sud­denly that she and Jer­vis should go to live in some dreary, dull town in the north of Eng­land! So, after a per­cept­ible pause, she answered frankly, “I don’t think I should like to leave Lon­don, and as for my hus­band, I’m afraid he’d be like a fish out of wa­ter, any­where else.”

			Miles Rush­worth looked across to where Jer­vis Lex­ton was now sip­ping slowly a li­queur brandy. “The chap looks a reg­u­lar slack­er,” he said to him­self con­temp­tu­ously.

			He con­sidered it a tra­gic thing that the de­li­ciously pretty, sweet-natured, little wo­man now sit­ting so close to him that they nearly touched, should be mar­ried to “that.”

			He heard her whis­per hes­it­at­ingly, “But Jer­vis must get some­thing to do very soon now, Mr. Rush­worth, or I don’t know what we shall do. We’re so hor­ribly hard up,” and her mouth, that most re­veal­ing fea­ture, quivered.

			His strong face—the face he be­lieved to be so shrewd, and which was shrewd where “busi­ness” was con­cerned—be­came filled with warm sym­pathy.

			“That can’t be al­lowed to go on!” he ex­claimed a little awk­wardly.

			Dur­ing their last moon­lit walk and talk in the dark, scen­ted garden of the house where they had first met, Ivy Lex­ton had told him the pathet­ic story of her life. How, when she and Jer­vis Lex­ton had first mar­ried, they had been quite well off, but that a dis­hon­est law­yer had some­how muddled away all “poor Jer­vis’s money.”

			She had fur­ther con­fessed that now they were really “up against it,” hard-driv­en as they had nev­er been be­fore.

			“An idle man,” she had said, speak­ing in that trem­u­lous, husky voice which nearly al­ways touched a listen­er’s heartstrings, “can’t help spend­ing money. I would give any­thing to get my hus­band a job!”

			Miles Rush­worth re­membered, now, that pathet­ic cry from the heart, and he felt much ashamed that he had not at­ten­ded to the mat­ter ere this. But he had not for­got­ten this dear little wo­man, and, had they not met to­night, she would have heard from him with­in a day or two.

			All at once, by what was a real ac­ci­dent, his fin­gers touched her bare arm. They lay on her soft flesh for the frac­tion of a minute, and it was as if she could feel the thrill which ran through him.

			She did not move, she scarcely breathed. Neither could have said how long it was be­fore those hard, cool fin­gers slid down and grasped her soft hand. He crushed her hand in his strong grasp, then let it go.

			“I sup­pose you would like Mr. Lex­ton to start work this au­tumn?” he said at last. “There isn’t much do­ing dur­ing Au­gust and Septem­ber.”

			His voice soun­ded strangely caress­ing and pos­sess­ive, even to him­self. But he felt sure that Ivy, a “nice” wo­man, had no sus­pi­cion of how much he had been moved by that cas­u­al, un­ex­pec­ted touch.

			Miles Rush­worth told him­self that he must mind his step, for this se­duct­ive little creature, God help him, was an­oth­er man’s wife, and he “wasn’t that sort.” Neither, he would have staked his life on it, was she.

			And yet? Was it he?—sens­ible, prudent, nay, where wo­men were con­cerned, over­cau­tious—Miles Rush­worth, or some tricksy, bold en­tity out­side him­self which uttered the words: “By the way, what are you do­ing next month? If you’re do­ing noth­ing in par­tic­u­lar, I do wish you’d both join my yacht­ing party. Lady Dale and her daugh­ter are com­ing, to­geth­er with two or three oth­ers.”

			A look of real, al­most child­like, joy and pleas­ure flashed in­to Ivy Lex­ton’s face and, once more, the man sit­ting so closely by her side felt shaken to the depths. Ten­der­ness was now ad­ded to the feel­ing of pas­sion­ate at­trac­tion of which he was already half un­com­fort­ably, half ex­ult­antly, aware. How young she looked, how in­no­cent—now, at this mo­ment, like a happy little girl.

			“D’you really mean that?” she cried. “I’ve al­ways longed to go yacht­ing! But I’ve nev­er even been in a yacht. Jer­vis is aw­fully fond of the sea, too; he was at Cowes when the war broke out!”

			“Then that settles it,” ex­claimed Rush­worth de­lightedly. “We join the Dark Lady at Southamp­ton on Au­gust the 5th! By the way, per­haps I ought to tell you that we’re not go­ing on any spe­cially won­der­ful trip. We’re only go­ing to cruise about the coast of France. I’m afraid Lady Dale and her daugh­ter will have to leave us fairly soon—they’ve prom­ised to stay with some people near Dieppe.”

			“It will be heav­enly—heav­enly!”

			Ivy whispered those five words al­most in his ear, for she was ex­ceed­ingly anxious that Ro­ger Gret­orex should hear noth­ing of this de­light­ful plan. She had prom­ised the young man she would spend a week, dur­ing Au­gust, alone with him and his moth­er in the Sus­sex man­or house which was still his own, though all the land up to the park gates had been sold.

			As she gave a quick sur­repti­tious glance at the host who was her dan­ger­ously jeal­ous lov­er—even jeal­ous, grot­esque thought, of her hus­band, en­tirely un­sus­pi­cious Jer­vis—a feel­ing of sharp ir­rit­a­tion again swept over Ivy Lex­ton.

			She told her­self an­grily that, though Ro­ger Gret­orex might be­long by birth to grand people (to her sur­prise he made no ef­fort to keep up with them), he had nev­er been taught to be­have as a young man should al­ways be­have in pleas­ant com­pany. Even now, he still had what Ivy called “his thun­der­cloud face,” and he was scarcely pay­ing any at­ten­tion to the girl sit­ting by him.

			Ivy, not for the first time, real­ised that she had been a fool in­deed to al­low her­self to be­come at­trac­ted to a man who was so little of her own sort. And yet Gret­orex had been such a won­der­ful woo­er! And his ar­dour had moved and ex­cited her all the more be­cause, at times, he had been as if over­whelmed with what had seemed to her an ab­surd kind of re­morse at the know­ledge that the wo­man he loved was an­oth­er man’s wife.

			Dis­miss­ing the dis­taste­ful thought of Gret­orex from her mind, she turned to Rush­worth.

			“Don’t say any­thing to my hus­band about this de­light­ful plan,” she mur­mured. “I shall have to bring him round to the idea. You see, he’s so aw­fully eager to start work at once.”

			The lights were now be­ing turned off one by one, so Ivy smiled across at Lady Dale, and rose from the chair which touched that on which Rush­worth was still sit­ting as if lost in a dream.

			As, a few mo­ments later, they all stood to­geth­er out­side in the cool night air—all, that is, but Ro­ger Gret­orex who, after hav­ing uttered a curt good night, had gone back to the now fast-empty­ing res­taur­ant to pay his bill—Miles Rush­worth ex­claimed: “We can all squeeze in­to my car, or, if not, I’ll go out­side.”

			Ivy was de­lighted. She very much dis­liked the spend­ing of any un­ne­ces­sary ready money just now; and the thought of go­ing home in a crowded om­ni­bus on this fine Ju­ly night had been un­bear­able.

			In the end it was Jer­vis Lex­ton who sat out­side by the chauf­feur, while in­side the car the oth­er four dis­cussed their com­ing yacht­ing tour.

			At last the Rolls-Royce drew up be­fore the shabby-look­ing, stucco-fron­ted house in Pimlico, and Rush­worth helped Ivy Lex­ton out of his car with a strong, care­ful hand.

			“Don’t ring,” she said hur­riedly; “Jer­vis has a latch­key. This house be­longs to an old ser­vant of the Lex­ton fam­ily; that’s why we are liv­ing here.”

			As Ivy’s hus­band opened the door, Ivy’s new friend caught a glimpse of the dirty, gas­lit hall, and his heart swelled with mingled dis­gust and pity. He must get this sweet, dainty little wo­man out of this hor­rible place at once—at once. Tak­ing her hand in his, he held it just a thought longer than is per­haps usu­al even when a man is bid­ding good night to an ex­cep­tion­ally pretty wo­man.

			

			Long, long after Jer­vis Lex­ton was fast asleep in his crowded little back room, Ivy lay awake on the hard, lumpy, small double bed which took up most of the space in the front room.

			She was tired, and with fa­tigue had come a feel­ing of de­pres­sion. Miles Rush­worth had said noth­ing as to their next meet­ing. He had for­got­ten her be­fore—he might for­get her again. As for Mrs. Thrawn—all that wo­man had told her might be fudge. The hard, shrewd side of Ivy’s nature came up­per­most, and whispered that she had prob­ably been very silly to spend a pound on a for­tune-tell­er, and sil­li­er still to be­lieve in her pre­dic­tions.

			As she lay there, mov­ing rest­lessly about, for it was a hot night, there came over her a feel­ing of re­volt, al­most of des­pair, at the con­di­tions of her present day-to-day life. She was vividly aware of her own beauty—what beau­ti­ful young wo­man is not? In a cer­tain set, the world of the smart night clubs, she was known as “the lovely Mrs. Lex­ton.” Fur­ther, she was pop­u­lar, well liked by all sorts of people, wo­men as well as men, and dowered by nature with a keen ap­pre­ci­ation of all that makes civ­il­ised life dec­or­ous, or­derly, and at­tract­ive.

			Un­like some of her friends, she hated and des­pised Bo­hemi­an ways. She had tasted some­thing of what Bo­hemia can of­fer her sub­jects dur­ing the few weeks she had spent in the chor­us of a mu­sic­al com­edy. Yet now she was con­demned—she sin­cerely be­lieved through no fault of her own—to lead an ex­ist­ence full of sor­did shifts, and of ex­pedi­ents so ig­noble that even she some­times shrank from them, while al­ways on her slender shoulders lay the dead weight of her hus­band, a com­pletely idle, ex­tra­vag­ant, and yes, well she knew it, very stu­pid young man.

			With angry dis­tress she now asked her­self a ques­tion of im­me­di­ate mo­ment. How was she to pro­cure even the very simplest clothes suit­able for life on a yacht? For a long time, now, she had had to pay ready money where she had once been wel­come to un­lim­ited cred­it.

			Then in the dark­ness her face lightened. She had re­membered Ro­ger Gret­orex! Poor though he was, he could al­ways find money for her at a pinch. He had done so this very morn­ing, and would of course do so again.

			Then her face shad­owed. Though Ro­ger had his uses, he was be­com­ing a tire­some, even a dan­ger­ous, com­plic­a­tion in her life. Yet had it not been for him, had he not taken them to the Sa­voy to­night, she might nev­er again have seen the man on whom now all her hopes centred.

			Ivy Lex­ton had an in­tim­ate know­ledge of the ugly, sin­is­ter sides of hu­man nature. Her own fath­er, a big man of busi­ness, had failed when she was sev­en­teen. He had killed him­self to avoid leg­al pro­ceed­ings which would have led to a term of im­pris­on­ment. Their large circle of ac­quaint­ances (of real friends they had none) were some kind, some cruel, to the feck­less, fool­ish, still pretty wid­ow, and her lovely young daugh­ter. The wid­ow had soon mar­ried again, to die with­in a year. Ivy, after drift­ing about rud­der­less for a while, had ob­tained the “walk­ing-on” part which had in­tro­duced her to an idle, pleas­ure-seek­ing, rich class of young men. By the time she was twenty she could have mar­ried half a dozen times. Her choice fi­nally fell on Jer­vis Lex­ton, partly be­cause he was of a su­per­i­or so­cial world to the oth­er men who made love to her, but far more be­cause at that time he had been un­dis­puted own­er of what had seemed to her a large for­tune. Yet that for­tune had melted like snow, last­ing the two of them barely six years. …

			Toss­ing about in her hot bed, Ivy re­minded her­self with a dawn­ing feel­ing of hope, al­most of se­cur­ity, that dull Lady Flora, who was no gos­sip, had said, dur­ing the week­end they had first met, that Miles Rush­worth’s in­come was over a hun­dred thou­sand a year. …

			As she was drink­ing her cup of tea the next morn­ing, there was brought up to her an en­vel­ope, marked “Per­son­al,” which had come by hand.

			Eagerly tear­ing it open, at once she saw that, in ad­di­tion to a let­ter, it con­tained a small plain en­vel­ope:

			
				
					The Al­bany,

					Fri­day morn­ing.

				
				My dear Mrs. Lex­ton,

				I have already thought of a job for your hus­band, but the earli­est mo­ment he can be­gin work would be the third week in Septem­ber, say a week after our re­turn from our yacht­ing trip. This be­ing so, I hope you will for­give me for send­ing you the en­closed cheque for a hun­dred pounds, which he can pay me back at his con­veni­ence after he has be­gun to draw his salary.

				I shall be so pleased if you and he will lunch with me to­mor­row at the Carlton Grill. We can then make our fi­nal ar­range­ments as to meet­ing at Southamp­ton on Au­gust 5th.

				
					Yours very sin­cerely,

					Miles Rush­worth.

				
			

			As Ivy drew out of the smal­ler en­vel­ope an un­crossed cheque made out to “self,” and en­dorsed “Miles Rush­worth,” tears of joy rose to her eyes.

			She ran in­to the next room, and ex­citedly told her hus­band the good news. But she said that the cheque their gen­er­ous new friend had sent them “on ac­count” was for fifty pounds.

			Jer­vis Lex­ton leapt out of bed. “How splen­did!” he ex­claimed. And then, seiz­ing her in his arms, he pi­rou­et­ted in the tiny space left in the middle of the gar­ret. “You are the cleverest as well as the pret­ti­est little wo­man in the whole world!” he cried.

		
	
		
			III

			“Do look at Mrs. Lex­ton! Isn’t she ab­so­lutely lovely, Miles?”

			“Yes, Bella—and as good as she is pretty, I really do be­lieve,” was the half-jok­ing an­swer.

			Look at her? Rush­worth had done very little else since Ivy had come out of her state­room this morn­ing.

			The two speak­ers were stand­ing on the deck of the Dark Lady, and three yards away Ivy Lex­ton, ly­ing back in a deck-chair, was talk­ing an­im­atedly to one of her fel­low-guests, a good-look­ing young man named Quirk, who after hav­ing done well in the war, had been very nearly down and out by 1921, when he had been found and suc­coured by Rush­worth. He now had his own plane, his air-taxi as he called it, and, thanks again to Rush­worth, he nev­er lacked good cus­tom­ers.

			It was true that Mrs. Lex­ton looked lovely today. All the love­li­er be­cause she was thor­oughly en­joy­ing her new role, that of a per­fectly turned out yachts­wo­man.

			But Miles Rush­worth had already told him­self more than once, in the last hour, that he would be cool, de­tached, im­par­tial, when con­sid­er­ing this spe­cial guest.

			“I sup­pose you couldn’t say a word to her, just point­ing out that she’s quite pretty enough to do without lip­stick and rouge? I wish you’d tell her they don’t look, some­how, the right thing on a yacht.”

			Bella Dale smiled and shook her head. “If you want me to make friends with her, that would be a very poor be­gin­ning—”

			He said sud­denly, “I am afraid Lady Dale doesn’t care for Mrs. Lex­ton?”

			The col­our deepened in his com­pan­ion’s cheeks, and she looked em­bar­rassed.

			“Moth­er hasn’t had much of a chance of talk­ing to her yet.”

			Bella Dale was un­com­fort­ably aware that her moth­er had taken an in­stant dis­like to Ivy Lex­ton on the even­ing they had first met at the Sa­voy; and she knew that Lady Dale’s feel­ing had in­creased, rather than lessened, since the Lex­tons had joined Miles Rush­worth’s yacht, for she had ex­claimed to her daugh­ter in the pri­vacy of their state­room: “It’s fool­ish to be too good-natured, Bella. That young wo­man is a reg­u­lar little minx!”

			But Bella Dale, at this time of her life, saw everything through Miles Rush­worth’s eyes. She liked what he liked, ad­mired what he ad­mired, and at any rate tried to be­lieve good what he be­lieved good. He had asked her earn­estly to make friends with Mrs. Lex­ton, and he had told her some­thing of the struggle the poor, pretty, little thing had gone through. Also he had let her see how great was his con­tempt for Ivy’s worth­less, ex­tra­vag­ant, idle hus­band. …

			Rush­worth had al­ways had from child­hood a pas­sion for the sea. His had been an old-fash­ioned home, and everything had been done by his par­ents to pro­mote what they thought was for his hap­pi­ness from the day he was born; but not once had he been asked what he wished to do in life. His path had been marked out for him al­most, it may be said, be­fore his birth. His fath­er would have been sur­prised as well as dis­mayed to learn that, both as a child and as a youth, his great wish had been to enter the Navy. Dur­ing the war he had giv­en to nav­al char­it­ies what would have crippled a less­er for­tune than his own.

			His fine yacht was his one per­son­al ex­tra­vag­ance, and on the Dark Lady he spent by far the hap­pi­est hours of his life. But he had de­lib­er­ately so ar­ranged the ac­com­mod­a­tion that it was im­possible for him to have a really big party aboard. Eight to ten, in­clud­ing him­self, was his lim­it, and the same people were gen­er­ally asked by him each year. Lady Dale and her daugh­ter, to­geth­er with an old-fash­ioned couple be­long­ing to a rather older gen­er­a­tion than him­self, who looked for­ward the whole year through to this Au­gust yacht­ing fort­night, al­ways came. To these he had ad­ded this sum­mer the fly­ing man, the lat­ter’s bride, and the Lex­tons.

			Act­ing as host­ess was a middle-aged spin­ster cous­in of his moth­er’s, who, like him­self, had a pas­sion for the sea. Char­lotte Chattle was a pleas­ant wo­man of the world, speak­ing both French and Itali­an well, and clev­er in or­gan­ising ex­ped­i­tions for those of his guests who cared for land jaunts. But the only people who coun­ted in Rush­worth’s mind on this sum­mer cruise were Lady Dale and her daugh­ter, and Ivy Lex­ton and Ivy Lex­ton’s hus­band.

			Ivy’s half-presen­ti­ment at the Sa­voy had been per­haps a case of thought trans­fer­ence, for Miles Rush­worth, just about that time, had been think­ing ser­i­ously of mar­ry­ing Bella Dale. In­deed, had that meet­ing with the Lex­tons not taken place, he would al­most cer­tainly have been en­gaged by now to Bella, and he still so far de­ceived him­self as to wish that the girl he thought he loved, and whom he in­ten­ded to be­come Mrs. Miles Rush­worth, should make friends with Ivy Lex­ton.

			Bella Dale had done her best in the last three days to fall in with his wishes, but she found it dif­fi­cult to get fur­ther than a mild ac­quaint­ance­ship with Miles Rush­worth’s beau­ti­ful guest. She knew noth­ing of the night club, dan­cing, ra­cing life, which was all that both the Lex­tons knew and thought worth liv­ing for. And Ivy, on her side, was en­tirely ig­nor­ant of, and would have des­pised, had she known of them, the man­i­fold so­cial and gen­er­al in­terests which filled the life of even so quiet a girl as Bella Dale. Also Bella, who was no fool, real­ised with some dis­com­fort that Mrs. Lex­ton had very quickly be­come aware that Lady Dale did not like or ap­prove of her.

			And Ivy her­self? Ivy was count­ing the hours—to her in­tense re­lief they had now be­come hours in­stead of days—to the time when Lady Dale and her daugh­ter would leave the yacht at Dieppe.

			Dur­ing the three weeks that had elapsed since their mem­or­able meet­ing at the Sa­voy, Ivy Lex­ton and Miles Rush­worth had been con­stantly to­geth­er. It had all been very much above board—in­deed, quite as of­ten as not, Jer­vis Lex­ton had been of the com­pany when the two lunched or dined, went to the play, or, pleas­anter still, motored down to Ranelagh to spend an en­chant­ing even­ing.

			But Rush­worth had a def­in­ite philo­sophy of life. To pur­sue a wo­man who, whatever the un­der­cur­rents to her life might be, ap­peared hap­pily mar­ried, would have seemed to him a despic­able, as well as a cruel and un­manly thing to do. Also, he prided him­self on be­ing able, when he chose to do so, to res­ist tempta­tion, and he felt con­vinced he could handle what might be­come a del­ic­ate situ­ation not only with sense, but even with com­fort to him­self. This was made the easi­er to him be­cause he put Ivy Lex­ton on a ped­es­tal. God alone knew how he ideal­ised her, how com­pletely he be­lieved her soul matched her del­ic­ately per­fect, eth­er­e­al-look­ing body.

			While Ivy was chat­ting gaily to her com­pan­ion, she was yet al­most pain­fully aware of the two who stood talk­ing to­geth­er in so earn­est and in­tim­ate a way. She was feel­ing what she had nev­er felt in her life of twenty-six years: that is, bit­terly, an­grily jeal­ous of a girl whom she thought stu­pid, dull, and un­at­tract­ive.

			Miles Rush­worth’s at­ti­tude to her­self dis­con­cer­ted her. She could not, to use her own jar­gon, get the hang of him. It was so strange, in a sense so dis­turb­ing, that he nev­er made love to her. Then, now and again, she would re­mem­ber Mrs. Thrawn, and Mrs. Thrawn’s pre­dic­tions.

			She had fol­lowed the for­tune-tell­er’s ad­vice with re­gard to Ro­ger Gret­orex. She had in­sisted that it would be bet­ter for them both neither to see nor to write to each oth­er till she came back to Lon­don in Septem­ber; and he had had per­force to agree to her con­di­tions.

			

			The yacht made Dieppe the next morn­ing, and at break­fast there rose a dis­cus­sion as to how the party could spend their time on shore to the best ad­vant­age. Rush­worth at once ob­served that he would not be able to take part in any ex­ped­i­tion ashore. He had re­ceived im­port­ant busi­ness tele­grams, and he had a num­ber of let­ters to dic­tate to a ste­no­graph­er whose ser­vices he had already se­cured.

			Miss Chattle, who knew he would value a quiet work­ing day, sug­ges­ted a mo­tor ex­ped­i­tion to a cel­eb­rated shrine a hun­dred kilo­metres in­land from Dieppe. She de­clared that if they star­ted at once they could be back in com­fort­able time for din­ner.

			And then it was that Ivy, as in a light­ning flash, made up her mind as to how she would spend today.

			“I get so tired mo­tor­ing, so I’d rather stay be­hind.” She turned to her host, “While you’re do­ing your work, I can take a walk in the town. Though I’ve been to Par­is two or three times, I’ve nev­er been any­where else in France.”

			“That’s a good idea! We might meet at the Hotel Roy­al about one o’clock, and have lunch to­geth­er.”

			Half an hour later Miss Chattle shep­her­ded the rest of the party in­to two roomy cars, while Rush­worth es­cor­ted Lady Dale and her daugh­ter on to the quay, where a car­riage was wait­ing for them.

			Lady Dale went for­ward to speak to the driver, and Rush­worth turned to the girl he still in­ten­ded should be his wife.

			“If we don’t meet again be­fore the end of Septem­ber, I do want just to say one thing to you, Bella.”

			He spoke in so pe­cu­li­ar, and in so very earn­est, a tone, that Bella’s heart began to beat.

			“What is it you want to say?” she asked, her voice sink­ing al­most to a whis­per.

			“I’ve said it be­fore, and now I want to say it again—”

			Bella looked at him fix­edly. Thank God, she hadn’t be­trayed her­self. But what was this he was say­ing?

			“I do want you to make real friends with Mrs. Lex­ton—I mean, of course, after you and Lady Dale are back at Hamp­ton Court, when Jer­vis Lex­ton will have be­gun work in my Lon­don of­fice. His wife, poor little soul, hasn’t any real friends, from what I can make out.”

			“Yet she seems to know a good many people, Miles. When we were look­ing through those pic­ture pa­pers yes­ter­day, she seemed to know al­most every­one who had been snap­shot­ted at Good­wood!”

			“I was think­ing of real friends—not of those stu­pid gad­abouts who are here, there, and every­where,” he said with a touch of ir­rit­a­tion.

			And then they heard Lady Dale’s voice.

			“I think we ought to be off, Bella. It’s nearly half-past ten, and you know they lunch early at the château.”

			Rush­worth wrung Bella’s hand. “I’m sorry you’ve had to leave the yacht so soon.”

			But his voice had be­come per­cept­ibly colder. He was dis­ap­poin­ted, even a little hurt. He had al­ways thought his friend Bella not only kind, but full of sym­pathy and un­der­stand­ing. Yet she had spoken of his new friend with a curi­ous lack even of lik­ing, let alone sym­pathy.

			

			When Miles Rush­worth came back from see­ing the Dales off, he found Ivy Lex­ton sit­ting on the now deser­ted deck. There was a pile of news­pa­pers on the little table which had been brought up close to her deck-chair, and she was pre­tend­ing to read the Par­is New York Her­ald. Con­vinced that Miles Rush­worth in­ten­ded to be with her the whole of the long sunny morn­ing, she was not only sur­prised, but also very dis­ap­poin­ted, when he said cheer­fully:

			“Well, lovely lady, I’ve a hard morn­in’s work be­fore me, for there’s a whole pile of let­ters and tele­grams wait­ing to be answered. Cook’s man has found me an ex­cel­lent short­hand writer, so I hope to be through in a couple of hours.”

			Her face sud­denly be­came over­cast, and he felt temp­ted, for a mo­ment, to throw aside his work. But he res­isted the tempta­tion.

			“Would you rather laze about here or take a walk and meet me at the Roy­al?”

			“I’ll go in­to the town. There are one or two little things I want to buy. What time shall I be at the hotel?”

			He hadn’t meant to meet her till one o’clock. But for once the old Adam tri­umphed.

			“Let me see? It’s half-past ten now, let’s meet at twelve-thirty. We’ll have an early French lunch, and then we’ll go for a mo­tor drive, or do any­thing else that you feel like do­ing. From what I can make out, the oth­ers can’t be back till sev­en, if then.”

			Ivy waited till she had seen him dis­ap­pear in­to the state­room which was the one re­treat on the yacht where Rush­worth nev­er asked any of his guests to join him, and about which they all felt a cer­tain curi­os­ity. Then she put down the pa­per she still held in her hand, and, clos­ing her eyes, she began to think.

			What man­ner of man was this new friend of hers? He must “like” her surely? “Like” was the am­bigu­ous term Ivy Lex­ton used to her­self when she meant some­thing very dif­fer­ent from “lik­ing.” Yet he had nev­er said to her the sort of thing that the men she met al­most al­ways did say, and on the shortest ac­quaint­ance. Stranger still, he had nev­er asked any­thing of her in ex­change for what had be­come con­sid­er­able and fre­quent be­ne­fac­tions. True, Rush­worth’s gifts had al­most al­ways been use­ful gifts. He had nev­er, so to speak, “said it with flowers.” That had puzzled her a little, made her some­times won­der as to what his real feel­ings could be. Nev­er once—she had made a note of it in her own mind—had he men­tioned Bella Dale dur­ing the three weeks when they had been so much to­geth­er in Lon­don.

			So it had been a dis­agree­able shock to find Lady Dale and her daugh­ter already es­tab­lished on the yacht, and on the hap­pi­est terms of old friend­ship with every­one on board. Again and again dur­ing the week’s cruise, Ivy had asked her­self anxiously wheth­er Miles Rush­worth could really “like” such a dowdy, mat­ter-of-fact girl as was Miss Dale? Yet now and again when she saw them to­geth­er, talk­ing in an in­tim­ate, happy way, and when she heard them al­lud­ing to events which had happened long be­fore she knew Rush­worth, there would come over her a tremor of icy fear, for well she knew that, from her point of view, a man friend mar­ried was a man friend marred.

			It was to her a new ex­per­i­ence to be in close touch with such a real work­er as was Miles Rush­worth. There was noth­ing in com­mon between him and the idle, of­ten vi­cious, and for the most part mind­less young men who drif­ted in and out of the spend­thrift world in which she and Jer­vis had both been so pop­u­lar as long as their money had las­ted.

			She got up at last, and went in­to her lux­uri­ous state­room to fetch a para­sol. It was a charm­ing costly trifle, match­ing the blue coat and skirt she was wear­ing, but large enough to shel­ter her face from the sun. Her quaint little sail­or hat, a throw­back to a mode of long ago, while very be­com­ing, was quite use­less from that point of view.

			She walked slowly along the deck, hop­ing against hope that Rush­worth would see her and, leav­ing his work, join her; but as she passed his state­room she heard his voice dic­tat­ing.

			

			The French of all ages and both sexes are lov­ers of beauty, so in a small way Ivy Lex­ton’s pro­gress through the pic­tur­esque old town of Dieppe was a tri­umph­al pro­gress. Most of the people she passed turned and looked after her with un­af­fected ad­mir­a­tion and one man—she felt in­stinct­ively that he was some im­port­ant per­son—fol­lowed her for quite a long way. But it was very hot, and in time she grew weary of the crowded streets. Tak­ing as her guides a couple who were car­ry­ing their bathing cos­tumes and tow­els, she went after them up a shady by­way and so through the old gate­way lead­ing to the wide lawns along the seafront, which are the great charm of Dieppe.

			What an amus­ing, lively, de­light­ful place! Against the deep blue sky rose the white Casino, and the park­ing place was crowded with ser­ried rows of mo­tors. Along the front groups of French­wo­men, for the most part wear­ing white coats and skirts, strolled about with their at­tend­ant cava­liers.

			Her spir­its bounded up; she felt her­self to be once more what she had not felt her­self to be at all on Rush­worth’s yacht, in her own nat­ur­al at­mo­sphere again. And, to add to her sat­is­fac­tion, she soon spied out the Hotel Roy­al, bril­liant with flowers and blue and white sun-blinds.

			The An­gelus chimes rang out from one of the old churches, and the gay crowd began to move slowly to­wards the vil­las and ho­tels which form the seafront side of the in­con­gru­ously-named Boulevard de Ver­dun.

			Ivy walked in­to the cool hall of the hotel, and sat down in an easy chair with a sigh of pleas­ure.

			How she wished she was stay­ing here in­stead of on the yacht! She de­lighted in the at­mo­sphere of gay bustle and care­free wealth and prosper­ity of all the happy-look­ing people who were strolling past her on their way to the res­taur­ant. She en­joyed the glances of cov­ert, and in some cases of in­solent, ad­mir­a­tion thrown her way; in fact she was kept so well amused that she gave quite a start when she heard Rush­worth’s voice ex­claim, “So here you are, little lady! I’ve been look­ing for you every­where. I thought you’d be out of doors.”

			She got up, and then he said some­thing which filled her with dis­may.

			“Among my let­ters this morn­ing there was one from a very old friend of mine, a man with whom I worked dur­ing the war. He and his wife have a room in some back street, for they’re not at all well off. So I thought it would be a good plan to take them for a drive this af­ter­noon. I felt sure you wouldn’t mind?”

			“Of course not!”

			She felt bit­terly dis­ap­poin­ted, but she would have been more than dis­ap­poin­ted had she known that Rush­worth had de­lib­er­ately asked these old friends to join them, in or­der to put tempta­tion out of his way.

			He ad­ded, a little quickly, “I felt rather a brute not ask­ing them to lunch, but I was so look­ing for­ward to my lunch alone with you.”

			“I’d been look­ing for­ward to it, too,” she said in a low voice.

			And then there did come across him a sharp, un­avail­ing pang of re­gret that he had been so stu­pidly quix­ot­ic, and in­stantly he made up his mind that their drive should not last more than two hours. After all, he and Ivy were both de­cent people, and dear friends to boot; why shouldn’t they go back to the yacht to spend a quiet happy hour or two, alone to­geth­er, be­fore the oth­ers re­turned?

			They had a de­li­cious lunch, the sort of lunch that Ivy en­joyed, in an airy room full of chat­ter­ing, merry, pros­per­ous-look­ing couples.

			Then, after they had had cof­fee, they went out and slowly sauntered to the little garden at the foot of a great cliff on which stands an an­cient strong­hold. It was cool and quiet there, and the only per­son with whom they shared the garden was an old lady ex­er­cising her Per­sian cat on a lead.

			They sat down in si­lence. Rush­worth was smoking a ci­gar, Ivy a ci­gar­ette. Sud­denly he threw away his ci­gar, for there had come over him a wild, mad im­pulse to put his arms round her. But, in­stead, he moved a little farther away.

			She, too, sud­denly flung away her ci­gar­ette, and turned to him, “I some­times won­der, Mr. Rush­worth, if you know how aw­fully grate­ful I am to you for all you’ve done for me—and for Jer­vis.”

			He saw that tears were in her eyes, and he took her hand and clasped it closely. He was say­ing to him­self, “Poor little darling, it would be the act of a cad, of a cur, to take ad­vant­age of her grat­it­ude and—and loneli­ness.”

			“You’ve noth­ing to be grate­ful for,” he said quietly, and then he re­leased the soft hand he held. “It’s a great priv­ilege to meet someone who really de­serves a little help. A man who is known to have money is there to be shot at,” he smiled a little grimly. “Any num­ber of what are called de­serving ob­jects are presen­ted to his view. The real prob­lem is to find the people who want help­ing, and who won’t ask for help.”

			He sin­cerely be­lieved that the wo­man to whom he was ad­dress­ing those words fell with­in that rare cat­egory.

			Sud­denly he got up. “I see the Ac­tons,” he ex­claimed. “I told them three o’clock in front of the Casino—they’re a little be­fore their time.”

			It was a won­der­ful drive to Tré­port, and Ivy, rather to her own sur­prise, en­joyed it. Partly, per­haps, be­cause Rush­worth’s old friend, James Ac­ton, “fell for” her at once, to the amuse­ment of his good-hu­moured, clev­er, middle-aged wife. They stopped at the Tri­an­on Hotel on their way back and had some early tea; but even so it was only five o’clock when they re­turned to Dieppe and dropped the Ac­tons.

			Dis­miss­ing the car, they began walk­ing to­wards the har­bour. At last—at last they were alone.

			In the Grande Rue Ivy stopped, in­stinct­ively, be­fore a minute shop, a branch of a fam­ous house of the same name at Cannes and Deau­ville.

			The win­dow con­tained but one ob­ject, to Rush­worth’s mas­cu­line eyes a rather ab­surd-look­ing trifle, for it con­sisted of a lady’s van­ity bag which looked like a tiny bol­ster of moth­er-of-pearl. The clasp con­sisted of a large em­er­ald set with pearls.

			“What a lovely little bag!” ex­claimed Ivy ec­stat­ic­ally.

			“D’you like it?” Rush­worth was filled with a kind of tender amuse­ment. What a baby she was, after all!

			“Like it? I ad­ore it!”

			“Then I’ll give it you—for next Christ­mas!”

			“You mustn’t! It must be fear­fully ex­pens­ive,” she cried.

			But he had already gone in­to the shop. With some­thing like awe, she watched him from the pave­ment shov­el­ling out bundles of thou­sand franc notes on to the nar­row counter be­hind which stood a white-haired wo­man.

			How rich, how enorm­ously rich Miles Rush­worth must be!

			As he joined her, Ivy saw that the pre­cious bag was now en­closed in a soft leath­er case which had evid­ently been made for its pro­tec­tion. He put his de­light­ful gift in­to her eager hands, and said, smil­ing:

			“The el­eg­ant old dame in there—she looked like a mar­quise her­self—de­clares that the clasp of this bag was once a brooch be­long­ing to the Prin­cesse de Lam­balle, Mar­ie Ant­oinette’s friend.”

			“How won­der­ful!”

			He looked at her quiz­zically, “I said I hoped it wouldn’t bring you bad luck! She quite un­der­stood the al­lu­sion,” which was more than Ivy did.

			“It was made, it seems, to the or­der of a lady who sup­plied the jew­el for the clasp. She’s sud­denly gone in­to mourn­ing, and as they had made it they con­sen­ted to try and sell it for her. It was be­ing sent on to their Deau­ville branch this very af­ter­noon. It’s been here a week, and the old lady ad­mit­ted that she hadn’t had a single in­quiry for it!”

			Ivy had now opened, the case and taken out the won­der­ful little bag, her eyes dan­cing with pleas­ure and grat­it­ude. She told her­self with sat­is­fac­tion, that, giv­en the right kind of frock, she could use it by day as well as by night.

			There was a very prac­tic­al, shrewd side to Mrs. Jer­vis Lex­ton. But it was a side of her nature which she was slow to re­veal to her men friends.

			

			As they went on board the yacht a tele­gram was handed to Rush­worth. Care­lessly he tore it open, read it through, and then handed it to his guest:

			
				Tre­mend­ous af­fair tak­ing place here to­mor­row mid­day. French Pres­id­ent un­veil­ing monu­ment to fallen. We pro­pose stay­ing the night in ex­cel­lent hotel. Shall be back by teatime.

				
					Char­lotte Chattle.

				
			

			Ivy looked up. There was joy in Rush­worth’s face—and more than joy, for the eager, half-shamed look Ivy had so of­ten seen on a man’s face was there also. But all he said was:

			“This means that we shall have a quiet little din­ner alone to­geth­er, you and I.”

			“That will be very nice,” she answered quietly.

			“I’ve a good deal more work to get through so shall we say half-past eight? We might have din­ner in what I call my sea-study. I al­ways dine there, when I’m alone on the yacht.”

			Just as she was leav­ing him, she turned and said gently:

			“Don’t you think you ought to have a little rest after all the work you did this morn­ing? Why not wait till to­mor­row?”

			There was such a sweet so­li­citude in the tone in which she uttered those words that Rush­worth felt touched.

			“Work’s the only thing that makes time go by quickly,” he answered, and then, in a low, ar­dent tone, he ad­ded, “When I’m not with you, I’d far rather be work­ing than id­ling—”

			A sen­sa­tion of in­tense, secret tri­umph swept over Ivy Lex­ton. She felt that the gate­less bar­ri­er Miles Rush­worth had thrown up between them was giv­ing way at last. To­night would surely come her op­por­tun­ity of lift­ing their am­bigu­ous re­la­tion­ship from the dull plane of friend­ship to the ex­cit­ing plane of what she called love.

			She turned away, and then, a mo­ment later, she stayed her steps, and looked back to where he was still stand­ing. …

			Small won­der that dur­ing the three hours that fol­lowed that in­form­al part­ing, Rush­worth, while mech­an­ic­ally dic­tat­ing busi­ness let­ters, was gaz­ing in­wardly at a lovely vis­ion—an ex­quis­ite flower-like face and be­seech­ing, beck­on­ing eyes.

		
	
		
			IV

			When Ivy came out of her state­room at half-past eight, the great heat of the day had gone, and old Dieppe har­bour was bathed in a mys­ter­i­ous, en­chant­ing twi­light. She had put on to­night a white chif­fon frock which made her look child­ishly young, and, as she floated wraith­like down the deck to­wards him, Rush­worth caught his breath.

			He had been wait­ing for her—he would have been ashamed to ac­know­ledge to him­self for how long, though he knew that she was nev­er late. Jer­vis had no sense of time, but punc­tu­al­ity was one of Ivy’s vir­tues.

			“I’m afraid you’ll think my sea-study rather aus­tere!”

			“Aus­tere?”

			His lovely friend hardly knew the mean­ing of this, to her un­usu­al, word. Eagerly she walked through in­to what was the float­ing work­shop of a very busy man, though some­thing had been done this even­ing to dis­guise its real char­ac­ter. Two great bowls of vari­ously col­oured roses stood on the writ­ing-table; and in the centre of the state­room was a small table set for two. On an Itali­an plate in the centre of the table was heaped up some fine fruit.

			“How de­li­cious!” She clapped her hands. “Who would ever think we were on board a ship?”

			“You are the first guest of mine who has ever come through this door.”

			He longed to tell her, he wanted her to know, that she held a place apart from any oth­er hu­man be­ing in his life.

			“How about Miss Chattle?”

			“Char­lotte least of all! Once she was free of this room, I should nev­er be able to get her out.”

			“Not Miss Dale even?”

			The col­our rushed in­to Rush­worth’s sun­burnt face, and Ivy noted it with a jeal­ous pang, as he answered more gravely, “No, not even Bella. I made up my mind—and I’m a man who once he has made up his mind, well, sticks to it—that this state­room should be my bolt-hole, as well as my study. It’s un­der­stood by every­one on board that when I’m in here, I won’t be dis­turbed.”

			He poin­ted to a tele­phone in­stru­ment. “If the yacht catches fire, my skip­per has per­mis­sion to ring me up.”

			The short din­ner was served well and quickly by Rush­worth’s own stew­ard; but neither of the two felt in the mood for talk­ing in the pres­ence of even the most un­ob­trus­ive third. Each was long­ing, con­sciously long­ing, to be alone with the oth­er.

			Dur­ing that half hour when he had been wait­ing for her, aching for her, Miles Rush­worth had faced up to the fact that he was madly in love with Ivy Lex­ton, and that he would give everything he val­ued most in the world to have her for his own.

			But his pas­sion for an­oth­er man’s wife—so again and again he as­sured him­self—was of an ex­al­ted, noble, and spir­itu­al qual­ity. Nev­er would he al­low that pas­sion to be­come earthly. He ad­mit­ted, at long last, that, as re­garded his own peace of mind, he had been un­wise to see as much of Ivy as he had done in Lon­don. But he had dreamt, fool that he had been, of a friend­ship which should be pro­longed even after his mar­riage to an­oth­er wo­man. Dur­ing those three weeks he had also thought of­ten of the girl whom he meant to make his wife. Ivy should be his friend and Bella’s friend—their dear, dear friend.

			But since they had all come to­geth­er on his yacht Rush­worth had had a rude awaken­ing. He knew now that Bella Dale was his dear, dear friend, but Ivy Lex­ton was the wo­man he loved.

			

			At last din­ner, which had seemed to them both in­tol­er­ably long, was over.

			“Would you like cof­fee served on deck?” asked Rush­worth.

			But be­fore Ivy could an­swer, the stew­ard in­ter­vened. “It’s just be­gun to rain, sir,” and as he said the word “rain,” there came a flash of light­ning, fol­lowed by a peal of thun­der.

			Ivy’s host turned to her. “We shall have to stay here, un­less you’d rather go in­to the sa­loon?”

			“I’d rather stay here,” she said in a low voice.

			“Shall I pull down the blind, sir?”

			“You may as well.”

			In a minute the man brought in cof­fee, and then they heard him run­ning along the deck through the pelt­ing rain.

			Ivy’s hand lay on the table. She looked at it—her fin­gers were twitch­ing. She felt, with joy and tri­umph, the tense­ness of the at­mo­sphere between them, and, for the first time, some­thing in her re­spon­ded to Rush­worth’s still voice­less pas­sion.

			“I don’t want any cof­fee,” she mur­mured.

			“Neither do I.”

			They both rose. He looked across at her. “You’ll find that sofa over there com­fort­able, I think.”

			He uttered the com­mon­place words in a strained, pre­oc­cu­pied tone. The sum­mer storm out­side seemed at one with him, shut­ting them off from the world.

			Ivy walked across to the little couch, which was just large enough for two, and, after a per­cept­ible mo­ment of hes­it­a­tion, he fol­lowed her.

			For a mo­ment he stood si­lently gaz­ing down in­to her up­turned face. Then he began mov­ing for­ward a chair.

			“Won’t you sit down here, by me?” she asked, look­ing at him with her dove-like eyes.

			“Shall I? Is there room?”

			“Plenty of room,” she said trem­u­lously.

			As he sat down, there came an­oth­er vivid flash of light­ning, fol­lowed by a peal of thun­der louder than the one be­fore.

			He turned quickly to her: “You’re not frightened, are you?”

			“I am—a little.”

			And then all at once she was in his arms, and he was mur­mur­ing low, pas­sion­ate words of en­dear­ment and of re­as­sur­ance between each long, trem­bling, cling­ing kiss.

			How he loved her! And how won­der­ful to know that she, poor darling, loved him too. He felt as may feel a man who, after wan­der­ing for days in the desert, sud­denly comes on an oas­is and a cool stream.

			But even now, when every bar­ri­er between them seemed mi­ra­cu­lously broken down, Rush­worth kept a cer­tain meas­ure of con­trol over him­self.

			“I’m go­ing to pull up the blind and put out the light,” he whispered at last.

			A mo­ment later they were in dark­ness, though now and again a vivid flash of light­ning il­lu­min­ated the har­bour through sheets of blind­ing, tor­ren­tial rain.

			He strode back to the little couch, and sank down again by her; but he res­isted the aching long­ing to take her once more in­to his arms. In­stead he took her soft hand in his, while he muttered in a broken voice, “I’ve been a brute! You must for­give me.”

			She answered in a stifled voice, “There is noth­ing to for­give.”

			“I’ve been to blame all through!”

			Then, in a tone he strove to light­en, “I ought to have la­belled you ‘dan­ger­ous’ from the first mo­ment I saw you.”

			She melted in­to tears, and re­morse­fully he whispered, “Have I hurt you by say­ing that?”

			She shook her head; but she pulled her hand away.

			“Listen, Ivy?”

			It was the first time Miles Rush­worth had called her by her name, and for that, Jer­vis, poor fool, had thought him old-fash­ioned and over-form­al.

			“Yes,” she whispered sub­missively.

			“We’ve got to talk this out—you and I.”

			“Yes,” she said again, won­der­ing what he meant by those strange words, and long­ing, con­sciously, even ex­ult­antly, long­ing, for him to take her again in his strong arms.

			“I’ll be­gin by telling you some­thing I’ve nev­er told to any liv­ing be­ing.”

			He uttered those words in so ser­i­ous a tone that Ivy felt a thrill of fear, of doubt, go through her. Had he a wo­man in his life whom he would not, or could not, give up?

			“I was twenty when my fath­er died, and be­fore his death we had a long private talk. Quite at the end of our talk, he made me give him a sol­emn prom­ise.”

			Rush­worth stopped a mo­ment. He was re­mem­ber­ing what had been the most mov­ing pas­sage up to now in his thirty-five years of life. It was as if he heard the very tones of his fath­er’s firm, if feeble, voice.

			“At the time my prom­ise seemed easy to keep. In­deed, I was sur­prised he thought it ne­ces­sary to ex­act it.”

			“What was your prom­ise?” Ivy whispered, and she came a little, only a little, near­er to him.

			“My prom­ise was nev­er to al­low my­self to fall in love with a mar­ried wo­man. Though it hasn’t al­ways been as easy as I thought it would be, till now I have kept that prom­ise. But now I’ve broken it, for I love you. Love you? Why I ad­ore you, my darling—”

			Again he waited, and Ivy felt op­pressed, be­wildered. Many men had said that they ad­ored her. But no man had made that de­light­ful, ex­cit­ing ad­mis­sion, without show­ing strong ap­par­ent emo­tion.

			Rush­worth had uttered the words calmly, col­lec­tedly, and star­ing straight be­fore him.

			“And I can’t help my­self—that’s the rub,” he went on, in the same mat­ter-of-fact voice. “In­deed, I’m afraid I’m go­ing to go on lov­ing you all my life,” he smiled a rue­ful smile in the soft dark­ness which en­com­passed them.

			“But of course I knew, even then, when I was a cub of twenty, what my fath­er really meant. There is a part of my prom­ise to him I can keep; and what’s more—by God, I in­tend to keep it!”

			She was moved, thrown off her usu­al cal­cu­lat­ing bal­ance, by the strength of his sin­cer­ity, and also made afraid.

			“What d’you mean?” she faltered.

			“It’s true that I love you—I didn’t know there could be such love in the world as that which I feel for you, Ivy. If it would do you any good for me to jump in­to that har­bour out there and be drowned, I’d do it! But I’m go­ing to keep my love for you sac­red, and I’m go­ing not only to save my­self, but I’m go­ing to save you, my darling, darling love.”

			He took her hand again, and this time he kissed it.

			Ivy burst in­to bit­ter tears, and Rush­worth put his arm around her.

			“I know how you’re feel­ing,” he whispered brokenly. “My poor little darling! But for God’s sake don’t cry. I can’t bear it. You’ve noth­ing to be ashamed of—it’s been all my fault.”

			“Can’t we go on be­ing friends? It’s been so won­der­ful hav­ing you for a friend!” she sobbed.

			“Of course we’ll go on be­ing friends—dear, dear friends. But lov­ers—no! I’m go­ing right away—it’s the only thing to do.”

			He was telling him­self that of course she did not un­der­stand—how could she, gentle and pure if yet pas­sion­ate creature that she was?—the strength of his tempta­tion. She would nev­er know, in­deed, he must nev­er al­low her to know, what she meant to him, and all he was about to give up for her sake. A sweet, lov­ing wife, chil­dren, in a word, a happy, nor­mal life—all that Bella Dale had stood for in the secret places of his heart.

			He was brought back to the present by her agit­ated, ag­on­ised, “Go­ing away? Surely you’re not go­ing away, now?”

			He waited a mo­ment without an­swer­ing her. A fright­ful struggle was go­ing on in his heart, his con­science. Then, at last, he answered the, to him, piteous ques­tion.

			“Do you re­mem­ber my once telling you of my sis­ter? Of how I longed for you to know her—but that she was too ill for me to take you to her.”

			“Yes,” she mur­mured, try­ing to re­mem­ber.

			She had not been really in­ter­ested, only secretly glad that Rush­worth’s wid­owed sis­ter was not well enough to see her. Ivy Lex­ton did not care to be brought in con­tact with her men friends’ moth­ers or sis­ters. They nev­er liked her, and she nev­er liked them.

			“My sis­ter saw a new spe­cial­ist this week, and he says she ought to winter in South Africa. She’s hor­ribly lonely—her hus­band was killed in the war, and—and now I’ve made up my mind to go with her. You do agree that it’s the best thing—in­deed, the only thing for me to do?”

			There was some­thing in his tone as he uttered the ques­tion that made her feel that, for the mo­ment, at any rate, no plea would move him.

			“I hate your go­ing so far away,” she moaned.

			“It’s the only thing to do,” he re­peated in a hard tone.

			“I’m afraid you des­pise me,” she said very low.

			“Des­pise you? Good God! I hon­our you—”

			And then all at once she was again in his arms.

			Moved out of her false selfish self by the strength and real­ity of his emo­tion, “I love you,” she mur­mured, cling­ing to him between their kisses. “I shall al­ways love you,” and be­lieved she spoke the truth.

			Surely, surely, he wouldn’t go away now?

			The door opened, and in the dark­ness they sprang apart.

			“The hotel has sent the car for you, sir. It is now on the quay.”

			“The car?”

			A feel­ing of sur­prise and des­pond­ency swept over Ivy.

			Rush­worth got up. For a mo­ment or two, it seemed like etern­ity to him, he found he could not speak.

			Then he said, “I’m afraid I must go now, Mrs. Lex­ton. I’m sleep­ing at the Hotel Roy­al to­night. A busi­ness friend of mine is stay­ing there, and we are go­ing to have a talk be­fore turn­ing in. He is go­ing to Par­is to­mor­row morn­ing.”

			Ad­dress­ing his ser­vant: “I’ll be com­ing in a minute. The storm’s over, isn’t it?” he ad­ded.

			“I think it is, sir.”

			“Then put on the light again, and take the des­patch-box that’s over there on my writ­ing-table to the car.”

			Rush­worth waited till the sounds of foot­steps on the deck out­side had grown faint. Then he came back to Ivy, but he had once more re­gained pos­ses­sion of him­self.

			“I want to tell you, now, what I didn’t mean to tell you till the last day of our trip. Some cous­ins of mine have a charm­ing flat in the Duke of Kent Man­sion, close to Kens­ing­ton Gar­dens. They want to let it for six months, and I’ve just taken it in the hope that you and your hus­band will live there till you have found some­thing you like bet­ter.”

			“You’re too good to me.”

			She looked crushed, de­feated, hu­mi­li­ated.

			“Ivy! My pre­cious darling—” the yearn­ing cry es­caped him.

			Slowly she lif­ted her head, and her eyes, swim­ming in tears, her trem­bling mouth, long­ing for his kisses, beckoned.

			He leapt for­ward, and she fell upon his breast. “Must you go away? I don’t know how I shall live without you,” she sobbed.

			As at last he tore him­self from her arms, “Oh God,” he ex­claimed. “If only you were free!”

		
	
		
			V

			“Look at lucky Olive Lar­noch. A month ago she didn’t know where to turn for six­pence!”

			Ivy Lex­ton, and one of her young mar­ried wo­men friends, Janet Hor­ley, were lunch­ing to­geth­er at the Em­bassy Club.

			Every place in the great room was oc­cu­pied. At the next table an Amer­ic­an dip­lo­mat was be­ing lunched by one of the young­er Min­is­ters of the Crown; and close by a pop­u­lar act­or-man­ager was en­ter­tain­ing a pretty young duch­ess. Two sis­ters, who had just leapt in­to mu­sic­al com­edy fame, were laugh­ing at the top of their voices, while be­ing gaily chaffed by their host, an eld­erly peer who had en­ter­tained two gen­er­a­tions of charm­ing wo­men by the dar­ing qual­ity of his wit.

			Olive Lar­noch? Ivy gazed eagerly across at a couple sit­ting at right angles from where she sat her­self.

			“Look at her string of pearls stud­ded with huge dia­monds! They’re all real!” went on Mrs. Hor­ley ex­citedly. “As for the em­er­ald Jock Lar­noch gave her the day they be­came en­gaged, it’s worth five thou­sand pounds—”

			“I’m sure I’ve seen her be­fore,” ex­claimed Ivy.

			“Of course you must have of­ten seen her, in the old days, when she was Olive Ryde, a war wid­ow without a bob—”

			“—and a stock­ing-shop in North Bolton Street?”

			“You’ve got it in one! And her stock­ings al­ways laddered, too. Well, one even­ing, she met a Scotch man of busi­ness here at the Em­bassy, named Jock Lar­noch. He’d nev­er been in a nightclub be­fore, so I sup­pose it went to his head! I hap­pen to know the people who brought him here, and the funny thing is that they hadn’t an idea he was made of money. They just thought him com­fort­ably off. Yet his first love-gift to Olive was a Baby Rolls—she didn’t know what to do with it, poor dear!”

			Ivy gazed with ab­sorbed in­terest at the for­tu­nate bride of the Scotch mil­lion­aire. How mar­vel­lous it must be to have everything one wants, in­clud­ing an ad­or­ing hus­band! She sighed a quick, bit­ter little secret sigh. The sight of this for­tu­nate young wo­man had brought back to her poignant memor­ies and a sud­den real­isa­tion of what her life might be now, had she been, a few weeks ago, what Miles Rush­worth called “free.”

			“Is that nice-look­ing man her spouse?”

			“Heav­ens, no! That’s Bob Crickle, who wrote the book of T’wee-t’we. Jock Lar­noch spends every oth­er week ‘at the works’; there nev­er was such a lucky girl as Olive!”

			Again, with a sen­sa­tion al­most of des­pair, Ivy thought of Rush­worth, and of all that he might have meant in her life by now if he hadn’t been so—so old-fash­ioned and queer in his ideas.

			The Lex­tons had been settled down in Lon­don for nearly two months, and Jer­vis was go­ing to Rush­worth’s City of­fice each morn­ing. As for Ivy, she was once more a pop­u­lar mem­ber of the happy-go-lucky, while for the most part fin­an­cially sol­id, set with whom she had danced, played bridge, lunched, and supped through life, in the days when she and her hus­band were still liv­ing on what re­mained of Jer­vis’s for­tune.

			But wo­man does not live by amuse­ment alone. Ivy loved be­ing loved, so she had “made it up” with Ro­ger Gret­orex.

			Rush­worth was far away, and though he wrote to her by every mail, his let­ters, as she some­times pet­tishly told her­self, might have been read aloud at Char­ing Cross. So it was that, though she had really done with Gret­orex, she still went, now and again, to Ferry Place, but far less of­ten than in the days when she had been ut­terly down on her luck, and at odds with Fate.

			And yet, though the Lex­tons’ troubles seemed over, black care was again be­gin­ning to dog Ivy’s light foot­steps, for she was once more what she called, to her­self, very hard up.

			True, the couple were now liv­ing in what ap­peared to Ivy’s hus­band ex­treme com­fort, and even lux­ury. Not only was their flat one of the best in the fine block called the Duke of Kent Man­sion, charm­ingly fur­nished; but an ex­cel­lent cook, and a good day-maid had been left there by Miles Rush­worth’s cous­ins. So what might have been called the Lex­tons’ home-life ran as if on wheels.

			From the mo­ment, how­ever, that Ivy had come back to Lon­don, se­cure in the know­ledge that her hus­band was now earn­ing a thou­sand pounds a year, paid monthly, she had again fallen in­to the way of buy­ing, or, bet­ter still, of or­der­ing on ac­count, any pretty costly trifle, any be­com­ing frock or hat, that took her fancy. She also, in a way that seemed mod­est to her­self, had at once be­gun to en­ter­tain.

			It was such fun to give lively little lunch­eon parties to her wo­men friends—lunch be­ing fol­lowed as of­ten as not by bridge! One, some­times even two, bridge tables would be set out in the at­tract­ive draw­ing-room and, in due course, a boun­ti­ful tea would be served by the smil­ing day-maid, for those of Ivy’s guests who were not afraid of get­ting fat.

			The good-natured old cook had not been used to so much work, and she had very soon de­clared, not un­reas­on­ably, that she must have ex­tra help in the kit­chen.

			Lex­ton, who was rather pathet­ic­ally anxious “to make good,” al­ways went down to the City each morn­ing by the Un­der­ground. But he came back by om­ni­bus, and he in­vari­ably dropped in at his club on his way home, and, as he was an open­hearted fel­low, he of­ten asked one of his new busi­ness ac­quaint­ances to drop in too. That, also, meant en­ter­tain­ing, but on a far more mod­est scale than that in which Ivy in­dulged.

			Though Mrs. Jer­vis Lex­ton had learnt long ago the fine art of liv­ing on cred­it, there are a great many things which even in Lon­don a pros­per­ous young couple with a good ad­dress can­not ob­tain, as it were, for noth­ing. Each week many pounds slipped through pretty, pop­u­lar Ivy’s fin­gers, and she hon­estly could not have told you how or why. So it was in­ev­it­able that she should again be­gin to feel short of money—short, even, of petty cash.

			Of­ten she told her­self that it was mad­den­ing to feel that if Rush­worth were in Eng­land she could al­most cer­tainly have had all the money she needed, and that without too great a sac­ri­fice of her pride, or, what was far more im­port­ant, his good opin­ion of her. Just be­fore leav­ing for South Africa he had giv­en her a hun­dred pounds as “a birth­day gift.” How good he was, how gen­er­ous! Her heart thrilled with real grat­it­ude when she thought of Miles Rush­worth.

			

			Late in the same day that his wife had lunched at the Em­bassy Club, Lex­ton, who was go­ing out to what he called a stag party that even­ing, came back from the City to find an un­pleas­antly threat­en­ing let­ter, this time from a tail­or to whom he had owed for years a huge bill, and who had evid­ently just heard of his new­found prosper­ity.

			For once Ivy’s hus­band looked ruffled and cross, and she, also for once, felt very angry in­deed. Jer­vis had be­gun, so she told her­self with rage, to put on airs, just be­cause he had a job—a job that she was too clev­er and tact­ful ever to re­mind him was en­tirely ow­ing to her friend­ship with his em­ploy­er.

			At last he left the flat and, with a feel­ing of re­lief, she went off, too, by om­ni­bus, to the tiny house where Ro­ger Gret­orex lived and prac­tised his pro­fes­sion. It was in what might have been called a slum, though each of the mid-Vic­tori­an, two-stor­ied, cot­tage-like dwell­ings were now in­hab­ited by de­cent work­ing people and their fam­il­ies.

			Ivy had not been to No. 6 Ferry Place for nearly a fort­night, and her lov­er had writ­ten her a long, re­proach­ful let­ter, im­plor­ing her to come and see him there, if for only a few mo­ments. It made him feel so wretched, so he wrote, nev­er to see her now, ex­cept in the com­pany of people and in sur­round­ings which filled him with con­temp­tu­ous dis­like, or, in a sense worse still, only in the pres­ence of her hus­band.

			When everything was go­ing well with Ivy Lex­ton, she felt bored, of­ten even ir­rit­ated, with Ro­ger Gret­orex and his great love for her. But the mo­ment she was un­der the weath­er and wor­ried, as she was again be­gin­ning to be, then she found it a com­fort to be with a man who not only wor­shipped her, but who nev­er wanted her to make any ef­fort to amuse or flat­ter him, as did all the oth­er men with whom she was now once more thrown in con­tact.

			So it was that this late af­ter­noon, im­me­di­ately after Jer­vis had left the flat, she tele­phoned and told the en­rap­tured Gret­orex that as she happened to have this even­ing free, she would come and have din­ner with him at Ferry Place.

			And yet, as she sat in the al­most empty om­ni­bus on her way to West­min­ster, her heart and her ima­gin­a­tion were full of Miles Rush­worth, and not once did she even throw a fleet­ing thought to the man she was go­ing to see. Gret­orex had be­come to Ivy Lex­ton what she had once heard a friend of hers fun­nily de­scribe as a kind of “Stepney” to her hus­band. Some­times she felt that she really pre­ferred Jer­vis to Ro­ger. Jer­vis was so kindly, easy­going, un­ex­act­ing.

			Still to­night she felt cross with Jer­vis, be­cause of the scrap they had had over the tail­or’s bill, so the thought of secret re­venge was sweet.

			But the im­age se­curely throned in her in­most heart was that of Miles Rush­worth.

			The know­ledge that Rush­worth, a man pos­sessed of great, to her ima­gin­a­tion lim­it­less, wealth, was lov­ing her, long­ing for her, and yet, ow­ing to his over­sens­it­ive, ab­surdly scru­pu­lous, con­science, hope­lessly out of her reach, awoke in Ivy Lex­ton a feel­ing of fierce, pas­sion­ate ex­as­per­a­tion.

			At last she stepped lightly out of the om­ni­bus, the con­duct­or, and an old gen­tle­man who had been her only fel­low-pas­sen­ger, eagerly as­sist­ing her. She smiled at them both. Even the most tri­fling trib­ute to her beauty al­ways gave her a touch of genu­ine pleas­ure. She was look­ing very pretty to­night in a charm­ing frock, and in her hand she held the curi­ous little bol­ster bag which Rush­worth had bought for her at Dieppe.

			

			Eight o’clock boomed from Big Ben, and Ro­ger Gret­orex, his arm round Ivy’s shoulder, led her in­to the tiny din­ing-room, where had been pre­pared in haste an at­tract­ive little meal. She had been what the man who loved her with so de­voted and ab­sorb­ing a pas­sion, called “kind,” and he felt happy and at peace.

			After they had fin­ished din­ner they sat on at table for a while, and, as she looked across at him, Ivy told her­self that her lov­er was in­deed a splen­did-look­ing man—a man many a wo­man would envy her.

			“Some­times,” he said in a low voice, “I dream such a won­der­ful dream, my dearest. I dreamt it last night—”

			She looked at him roguishly. “Tell me your dream!”

			“I dreamt that you were free, and that we were mar­ried, you and I—”

			She made no an­swer to that re­mark, only shook her head, a little pet­tishly. For one thing, she al­ways felt a trifle cross, as well as bored, when Gret­orex talked in what she called to her­self a sloppy, sen­ti­ment­al way. Could he ser­i­ously sup­pose that, if she had the good for­tune to be what he called “free,” she would marry a poverty-stricken doc­tor who was forced to live and work in a slum? He evid­ently did sup­pose that; and the fact that he did so made her feel un­com­fort­able.

			“I don’t set out to be par­tic­u­larly good, Ro­ger, but I do think it aw­fully wrong to talk like that!”

			He said slowly, “I agree, it is.”

			“It makes me feel I oughtn’t to come and see you like this, in your own house. Jer­vis would be very much put out if he knew I ever came here.”

			Gret­orex, win­cing in­wardly, made no an­swer to that ob­ser­va­tion. Some­times this wo­man, who was all his life, would say some­thing that made him ex­per­i­ence a vi­ol­ent feel­ing of re­coil.

			She had got up as she spoke, and with a sen­sa­tion of re­lief she put on her hat. It was still early, and she had sud­denly re­membered an amus­ing bach­el­or girl named Judy Swin­ston, who lived not far from here, in Queen Anne’s Man­sions. Judy had said that she was al­ways at home after din­ner on Thursdays, so why shouldn’t she, Ivy, go along there now? She could tele­phone from a call of­fice to find out if it was really true that the Bo­hemi­an crowd who formed Judy Swin­ston’s circle didn’t both­er to dress.

			In some ways Ivy Lex­ton was very con­ven­tion­al. She would have dis­liked mak­ing part of any gath­er­ing which could be called a party, in her present day-frock and walk­ing shoes, charm­ing as were both the frock and the shoes. It was a per­fect St. Mar­tin’s sum­mer even­ing, more like June than the first of Novem­ber.

			“You’re not go­ing yet?” asked Gret­orex, in a tone al­most of an­guish.

			“Jer­vis said he’d try and be back by half-past ten, so I knew I’d have to be home early.”

			“I see. All right. You won’t mind my walk­ing with you a little way?”

			And then she turned and faced him, angry at his ob­tuse­ness. How ut­terly selfish men were!

			“I should mind—mind very much in­deed! Whenev­er we’ve left the place to­geth­er, I’ve al­ways felt un­com­fort­able. Tax­is go all sorts of ways nowadays—just to make their fares big­ger, I sup­pose. The oth­er day a taxi brought Jer­vis and me down close here, past the end of this street, though it was quite out of our way. I should hate it, if he met us walk­ing to­geth­er at this time of night. He would think it so queer.”

			Again he said sorely, “I see. All right.”

			Sud­denly there came the sound of rauc­ous cries echo­ing down Ferry Place.

			“… Ver­dict in the Brank­some Case. … All the win­ners!”

			“I thought they wer­en’t al­lowed to cry pa­pers now?” said Ivy, as the shouts drew near­er and near­er.

			“They cry them down here. As for the Brank­some Case, to my mind the ver­dict is a fore­gone con­clu­sion. The man will hang, and they’ll let the wo­man off—though she ought to hang too!”

			“A lot of people were talk­ing about the Brank­some mys­tery where I was lunch­ing today,” ex­claimed Ivy. “I knew noth­ing about it, so I felt rather a fool. The truth is, I’m not a bit in­ter­ested in murders, Ro­ger. I think it’s mor­bid to want to know about such things.”

			“Do you, darling? Then I’m afraid I’m mor­bid. This Brank­some Case is of pe­cu­li­ar in­terest to every med­ic­al man, ow­ing to the simple fact that there is a great deal of secret pois­on­ing go­ing on nowadays.”

			“What a hor­rid idea!” And Ivy Lex­ton did in­deed think it very hor­rid.

			“Hor­rid, no doubt. But I’m afraid un­ques­tion­ably true. In fact I heard the ques­tion put only the oth­er day, as to what a doc­tor ought to do if he sus­pects any­thing of the sort is go­ing on?”

			She looked at him with a cer­tain curi­os­ity. “What would you do, Ro­ger?”

			“I’ve nev­er been able to make up my mind. Of course, this Brank­some story was com­plic­ated by the fact that two were in it—a hus­band and a wife. They’d got everything they could out of the wo­man’s lov­er, so they made up their minds to do away with him. They were aw­fully clev­er, and it’s a mar­vel they were ever found out.”

			“How did they do it?” she asked, eager at last.

			“With ar­sen­ic—fly pa­pers.”

			“Fly pa­pers?”

			He laughed. “Won­der­ful what people will do some­times, isn’t it? Steep­ing fly pa­pers in wa­ter has long been a com­mon way of rid­ding one­self of a tire­some hus­band. There’s ar­sen­ic in al­most everything we use—at least, that’s what’s said.”

			“Ar­sen­ic?” Ivy pro­nounced the word very care­fully. It was a new word in her lim­ited vocab­u­lary.

			He smiled across at her. Every mo­ment of her pres­ence was pre­cious to him, so he talked on, eager too. “There’s plenty of the stuff in my sur­gery, at any rate. It’s a splen­did ton­ic, as well as a pois­on.”

			“What a funny thing!” and she smiled at him, ap­par­ently rather amused at the no­tion.

			Look­ing back, for even Ivy Lex­ton looked back now and again to cer­tain cru­cial mo­ments of her life, she real­ised it must have been at that very mo­ment that a cer­tain as yet vague and form­less plan slipped in­to her mind.

			“As a mat­ter of fact,” Gret­orex smiled back at her, “I’ve got to make up and send off this very even­ing a mix­ture which will con­tain ar­sen­ic—”

			“I must be off now,” Ivy said, a thought re­gret­fully.

			They walked down the short pas­sage, and through the two doors which sep­ar­ated the house from the sur­gery. Once there he turned up the light. Any­thing—any­thing to keep her a few mo­ments longer in his com­pany!

			He went quickly across from the door to the left corner of the bare, low-ceilinged room, now his sur­gery, which had once been an out­house. There he un­locked the cup­board where he kept his dan­ger­ous drugs, and lif­ted down a jar on which was prin­ted on a red la­bel the word “Ar­sen­ic.” Pla­cing it on a deal table above which was a hanging book­case, he ex­claimed, “If you would like to see, darling, what—”

			And then there came a thun­der­ous knock at the front door of the tiny house.

			“Wait one mo­ment! Don’t go yet, dearest,” he said hast­ily. “I won’t be a minute!”

			He rushed away, though even in his haste he did not for­get to shut both the doors which sep­ar­ated the sur­gery from the rest of the house.

			Ivy Lex­ton gave a quick look round the sor­did-look­ing stone-flagged walled space, through which her eager little feet had so of­ten car­ried her last winter, at a time when she had been in love, really in love, with Ro­ger Gret­orex.

			She noted that there was no blind to the little square win­dow. But, even in the un­likely event of any­one look­ing in through that win­dow, no one stand­ing out­side could see, while she stood by the table, what she was do­ing, or was about to do.

			Stand­ing very still, she listened. From the con­sult­ing-room at the oth­er end of the pas­sage there came the sound of voices, raised in ar­gu­ment.

			Hes­it­at­ingly she took up the jar Gret­orex had placed on the table. Then she looked at it with avid curi­os­ity. How strange and ex­cit­ing to know that Death was in that jar—prisoned, but ready to es­cape and be­come the ser­vant of any quick-wit­ted, de­term­ined hu­man be­ing.

			When, at last, she put the jar down again, she no­ticed what she had not seen till now, that a glass spoon lay on the table.

			Once more she looked round the bare sur­gery. Once more she listened in­tently, only to hear again Gret­orex’s voice, far away, raised in ar­gu­ment.

			All at once and in fe­ver­ish haste she began un­screw­ing the top of the jar. Once this was achieved, she pressed the jew­elled top of her bol­ster bag, and as it sprang open, she took her powder puff out of its pochette. Then, tak­ing the glass spoon off the table, with its help she began shak­ing in­to the little white leath­er-lined pock­et a quant­ity of the powder which she knew to be a deadly pois­on.

			After snap­ping-to the bag, she re­placed its cap on the jar la­belled “Ar­sen­ic” and screwed it tight. Then she stepped back from the table a little way, and stood quite still, think­ing of what she had just done.

			Why had she done that—to her­self she called it “funny” thing? Deep in her heart she knew quite well the an­swer to her own word­less ques­tion. But she did not ad­mit her pur­pose, even to her­self.

			All at once she heard sounds just be­hind her—the sounds made by slippered, shuff­ling feet.

			Filled with a sud­den shock of sick ter­ror, she turned slowly round to see Ro­ger Gret­orex’s old char­wo­man, Mrs. Hunt­ley, stand­ing un­cer­tainly in the middle of the room.

			The wo­man had evid­ently let her­self in from the back al­ley with a latch­key. But how long had she been here? And how much had she seen?

			“Why, Mrs. Hunt­ley,” said Ivy in a shaken voice. “You did startle me!”

			“Did I, ma’am? I beg your par­don, I’m sure. I just come in to see if the doc­tor wanted any­thing,” the old wo­man spoke in a pleas­ant, re­fined voice.

			“He’ll be here in a minute—”

			“I won’t dis­turb him now, ma’am. I’ll come in later.”

			Open­ing the door through which she had entered, she slipped through it in­to the gath­er­ing dark­ness. Then she shut the door noise­lessly be­hind her.

			Ivy moved again close to the deal table. She felt vi­ol­ently dis­turbed, even ter­ri­fied. Yet the old wo­man had looked ab­so­lutely pla­cid, though a little taken aback at find­ing a lady where she had ex­pec­ted to see nobody, ex­cept­ing maybe her em­ploy­er, and him only if he were en­gaged in mak­ing up medi­cines.

			Hardly know­ing what she was do­ing, Ivy Lex­ton glanced up at the row of books in the shabby little book­case above the table by which she was stand­ing, and she saw that among them was one en­titled, “Pois­ons.”

			She was just about to take it down when she heard quick foot­steps in the short pas­sage, and Gret­orex opened the sur­gery door.

			“I won’t be more than a few mo­ments now! You will stay, my dearest, won’t you, till I’ve done with this chap?”

			“Of course I will. Don’t hurry,” she answered, in a soft, kindly tone.

			She took down the book and hur­riedly she turned to the in­dex.

			Yes! Here was the word she sought. There were a num­ber of ref­er­ences—half a dozen at least—and she turned up, “Ef­fects of Ar­sen­ic; page 154.”

			A fam­ous case of secret pois­on­ing was quoted, with every de­tail set out, and she read it with in­tense, ab­sorbed in­terest. It told her what she had so much wanted to know, and feared to ask Ro­ger Gret­orex, how a secret pois­on­er went to work, and also how long the pro­cess took be­fore—be­fore—even to her­self she did not end the ques­tion. …

			As she put the volume back on the book­shelf her mind trav­elled in­to the fu­ture—the now pos­sible, now prob­able, fu­ture.

			Stand­ing there, in Gret­orex’s barely fur­nished sur­gery, she saw her­self the cher­ished wife of Miles Rush­worth, and not only rich bey­ond the dreams of even her de­sire, but also se­cure from every con­ceiv­able earthly ill.

			Had Ivy Lex­ton be­longed to an­oth­er gen­er­a­tion, she would doubt­less have called what had just happened to her­self “provid­en­tial.” As it was, she just thought it a piece of astound­ing, al­most in­cred­ible, good luck.

			She next took down from the shelf a thin little book deal­ing with in­fant­ile para­lys­is. But she had only just time to open it, and to glance, with a feel­ing of shrink­ing dis­taste, at one of the il­lus­tra­tions, when Gret­orex burst in­to the sur­gery. “The poor chap’s gone at last! What are you read­ing, darling?”

			“A book about chil­dren, dear.”

			There came a pathet­ic look in­to her eyes, and Gret­orex gently took the thin volume from her hand. Then he kissed that lovely, soft little hand.

			She had told him, very early in their ac­quaint­ance, that her hus­band hated the idea of chil­dren, as if they had a child it would surely in­ter­fere with the kind of idle, gay life that he, Jer­vis, loved. For the hun­dredth time Gret­orex cursed Lex­ton for a heart­less brute.

			She al­lowed him to take her in his arms. For a few mo­ments they clung to­geth­er, and she kissed him with real pas­sion, re­spond­ing as she had not re­spon­ded for what seemed to Gret­orex an etern­ity of frus­trate long­ing.

			Ivy had been frightened, very much frightened, just now. It was sur­pris­ingly com­fort­able and re­as­sur­ing to feel his strong arms round her, to know that he loved her—loved her.

			“Did you buy an even­ing pa­per?” she asked at last, dis­en­ga­ging her­self from his close em­brace.

			“No, but the chap who came to see me had one in his hand, and I be­lieve he left it be­hind. Would you like me to give it you to read in the om­ni­bus?”

			“It would hurt my eyes to do that. I was only won­der­ing what had happened about that Brank­some Case?”

			“I can tell you that without look­ing at the pa­per, darling. In fact I did tell you—but you’ve for­got­ten, my pet.”

			“What was it that you told me?”

			“That they’ll hang the man, and let the wo­man off!”

			He spoke quite con­fid­ently. “There’s not a doubt but that she really planned the whole thing out. But he, poor wretch, bought the fly pa­pers. Most of the secret pois­on­ing that goes on is done by wo­men.”

			“How dread­ful!”

			“A great many dread­ful things go on in this strange world, my darling love.”

			“You mean things that are not found out?”

			He nod­ded, al­most gaily. He was glad, so glad, to find a sub­ject that in­ter­ested her, and that might make her stay a few mo­ments longer.

			So, “I’m afraid that only one secret pois­on­er is found out for six that go scot free,” he went on. “Even now it’s dif­fi­cult to tell the dif­fer­ence between the ef­fect pro­duced by, say, ar­sen­ic, and a very or­din­ary ail­ment. A post­mortem only takes place if there’s already reas­on to sus­pect foul play.”

			“Post­mortem?”

			The word meant noth­ing to Ivy Lex­ton.

			“In the vast ma­jor­ity of cases the danger is neg­li­gible,” he con­tin­ued. “The secret pois­on­er, es­pe­cially if a wo­man, is nev­er even sus­pec­ted, and if she is—”

			“If she is?” echoed Ivy un­cer­tainly.

			“The doc­tor, nine times out of ten, gives her the be­ne­fit of the doubt!”

			He ended his care­less sen­tence with a laugh. It was of her, of her dear near­ness, of her kind, soft, lov­ing man­ner, that he was think­ing, and not at all of what he was say­ing.

			“Would you let her off, Ro­ger?”

			He grew sud­denly grave. “Well, no, I don’t think I would. You see it wouldn’t be right. For one thing, she might try the same game over again.”

			She looked at him coldly. Few men were as set on do­ing right as was ap­par­ently this man.

			Then she smiled, a curi­ously subtle, sweet little smile. She knew, if no one else did, the weak place in his de­fences. It was pleas­ant to know that no oth­er wo­man would ever have that know­ledge. Ivy be­lieved, rightly or wrongly, that a man does not love twice as this man, Gret­orex, loved her.

			“Well, I must go now,” she said at last. And then, for she saw the sud­den dark­en­ing of his face, “You may as well come with me as far as the corner of Great Smith Street, Ro­ger. It’s quite dark now.”

			Once more she al­lowed him to kiss her. Once more there came from her the re­sponse which had now for so long been lack­ing, and of which the lack made him feel so des­ol­ate.

			As they walked along the now shrouded, deser­ted little back streets of old West­min­ster, Ivy Lex­ton was very gentle in her man­ner to the man who loved her with so whole­hearted and self­less a de­vo­tion.

			She had quite de­cided that soon they must part, nev­er to meet again. And yet, though Gret­orex would nev­er know it, it was to him, al­beit in­dir­ectly, that she would owe her splen­did free­dom, and all that free­dom was to bring to her. It was that know­ledge, maybe, that made her man­ner so gentle and so kind.

			When at last Jer­vis Lex­ton came in, he found his wife play­ing pa­tience in the pretty sit­ting-room where she spent so little of her time.

			He felt a little sur­prised, for un­less she happened to be out, as was the case six nights out of sev­en, Ivy al­ways went to bed early.

			“Thank God, I’m safe home again!” he ex­claimed. “It was the most aw­ful show. The grub wasn’t bad, but the cham­pagne was like syr­up. I’ve ‘some thirst,’ I can tell you!”

			“Wait a minute, and”—she smiled a gay little smile—“I’ll mix you a high­ball, old boy. Would you like a Bizzy Izzy, just as a treat?”

			“The an­swer, ma’am, is ‘yes’!”

			She went off in­to the din­ing-room, and took from the fine old ma­hogany brass­bound wine-cool­er a bottle of rye whisky and a bottle of sherry. Then, care­fully, she poured a small wine­glass of each in­to a tall glass.

			With the glass in her hand she hur­ried down the pas­sage, and so in­to the bright, clean, empty kit­chen. There she soon found some ice, and, after hav­ing chipped off a num­ber of small pieces, she waited a mo­ment and listened in­tently, for she did not want to be sur­prised in what she was about to do.

			But the old cook was ly­ing sound asleep in the bed­room which lay bey­ond the kit­chen. Ivy could even hear her long, drawn-out snores.

			Open­ing a cup­board door very, very quietly, she found a sy­phon, and filled up the glass al­most to the top with soda-wa­ter. Then, quickly, she mixed in with a clean wooden spoon a good pinch of the powder she had secreted in the pochette of her bag.

			“A per­fect Bizzy Izzy!” Ivy called out gaily as she swiftly went down the cor­ridor, hold­ing in her steady hand the tall glass, now full al­most to the brim.

			Through the hall and back in­to the sit­ting-room she hur­ried, and then she watched, with an odd sen­sa­tion of ex­cite­ment, her hus­band toss off the de­li­cious iced drink.

			“This soda fizz has got a bit­ter tang to it,” he ex­claimed, “but it’s none the worse for that!”

			Ivy stayed awake for a long time that night. She had sud­denly be­gun to feel afraid, she hardly knew of what. But at last she dropped off to sleep.

			At nine o’clock the next morn­ing she awoke. What was it that had happened last night? Then she re­membered.

			Leap­ing out of bed she rushed across the dress­ing-table, on which there lay the moth­er-of-pearl bol­ster bag she had had out with her last night. Open­ing it she took out her handker­chief, her powder puff, and her purse. Then she put the bag, now quite empty save for the white powder the tiny white leath­er-lined in­ner re­cess con­tained, in­to an old des­patch-box which had be­longed to her fath­er.

			It was the only “lock up” Ivy Lex­ton pos­sessed; at no time of her life had she been so fool­ish as to keep dan­ger­ous love-let­ters more than a very short time. She put the des­patch-box in what was the empty half of a huge Vic­tori­an in­laid ward­robe. Then she got in­to bed again, and rang the bell.

			A mo­ment later the day-maid opened the bed­room door.

			“Mr. Lex­ton was ill in the night, ma’am. He thinks he ate some­thing last even­ing that didn’t agree with him. He asked me to tell you that he’s not go­ing to the of­fice this morn­ing.”

		
	
		
			VI

			It was the eighth of Novem­ber, a day which, though she nev­er real­ised it, altered the whole of Ivy Lex­ton’s life. And this was the more ex­traordin­ary be­cause she was usu­ally quick enough to real­ise the im­port­ance of everything that con­cerned her­self.

			But on this day she was feel­ing secretly ex­cited, anxious, and what to her­self she called “nervy,” for her hus­band’s ill­ness, though it had only las­ted just over a week, seemed to her in­tol­er­ably long-drawn-out.

			Jer­vis Lex­ton, poor dev­il, was put­ting up a grim, in­stinct­ive fight for life. Com­ing of a long line of sport­ing, out-of-door, coun­try squires and their pla­cid wives, he was mag­ni­fi­cently healthy, hard-bit­ten, and pos­sessed of re­serves of phys­ic­al strength on which he was now draw­ing daily lar­ger and lar­ger drafts.

			On the morn­ing when she had first been told that Jer­vis had been taken ill in the night, Ivy had gone down to Rush­worth’s city of­fice. There, as she put it af­ter­wards when telling the in­val­id of her in­ter­view with Mr. James, the man he called his boss, “red car­pets had been put down for her,” and no dif­fi­culty at all had been made as to Lex­ton’s stay­ing away.

			As a mat­ter of fact, the young man had very soon been sized up as be­ing, from a busi­ness point of view, hope­less. But his pleas­ant, easy man­ners, and his in­ex­haust­ible fund of small talk and of good stor­ies, amused the boss. Also—and that, nat­ur­ally, was the one thing that mattered—Jer­vis Lex­ton was a pet of Miles Rush­worth.

			After Mrs. Jer­vis Lex­ton’s vis­it to the of­fice, how­ever, what had seemed a mys­tery had been at any rate par­tially ex­plained. What man, so Rush­worth’s Lon­don agent asked him­self smil­ing, could res­ist that de­li­ciously pretty and sweet-mannered little wo­man? No won­der a job had been in­ven­ted for her hus­band, who was, after all, a de­cent chap.

			A day was to come when Mr. James would try to re­mem­ber how Ivy Lex­ton had im­pressed him, and when all he would suc­ceed in re­mem­ber­ing, very vividly, was how agree­able that im­pres­sion had been, and how touch­ingly the lovely lady had re­vealed her de­vo­tion to her hus­band, for­tu­nate Jer­vis Lex­ton.

			On the second day Jer­vis had said he felt so queer that he would like to see their old friend, Dr. Lan­caster. And by now, after five days, that gen­i­al gen­er­al prac­ti­tion­er, though ut­terly un­sus­pi­cious of the truth, was nev­er­the­less be­com­ing slightly un­easy at the per­sist­ence of the ill­ness.

			He had in­sisted, much against Ivy’s will, on send­ing in a nurse, a pla­cid, kindly wo­man named Brad­field, who had of­ten nursed for the doc­tor be­fore.

			Small won­der that the pa­tient’s wife was also be­com­ing just a little fret­ful, and more than a little anxious. How long, she of­ten asked her­self rest­lessly, was her or­deal go­ing to last?

			Yet an­oth­er fact ad­ded to Ivy Lex­ton’s dis­com­fort dur­ing those long days of wait­ing.

			That fact, or rather prob­lem, con­cerned Ro­ger Gret­orex. She found it in­creas­ingly dif­fi­cult to pre­vent him from com­ing to the flat. When alone with her he made no secret of his dis­like of meet­ing her hus­band on “Hail fel­low, well met!” terms, and yet he longed to be with her every mo­ment of his scanty leis­ure.

			At times she felt she al­most hated him, for by now her whole mind was filled with the thought of Rush­worth, and of all that she felt con­vinced Rush­worth was go­ing to mean in her life. But she could not yet af­ford to break with Gret­orex. Af­ford, in­deed, was still the right word, for again he was sup­ply­ing her with what had al­ways been to Ivy the staff of life—petty cash.

			But she came to one great res­ol­u­tion, and that was to go no more to the humble little house in the West­min­ster slum with which she had now a secret, ter­ri­fy­ing as­so­ci­ation. And so, as her slight­est wish was law to Gret­orex, the two began meet­ing now in a pic­ture gal­lery, or, when it was a fine day, in Kens­ing­ton Gar­dens, which was con­veni­ently near the charm­ing flat the Lex­tons owed to the gen­er­ous kind­ness of Miles Rush­worth.

			So far Ivy had man­aged to con­ceal her hus­band’s ill­ness from Gret­orex. With re­gard to that mys­ter­i­ous ill­ness, it was of her lov­er, and of her lov­er alone, that up to now she had felt afraid.

			As a mat­ter of fact Ro­ger Gret­orex had already com­pletely for­got­ten that idle talk of theirs con­cern­ing the Brank­some pois­on­ing mys­tery. But every word that had been uttered dur­ing the even­ing when she had had sup­per at Ferry Place, and every mo­ment that she had spent in the sur­gery, re­mained un­can­nily present to Ivy’s mind.

			

			And now, on this eighth of Novem­ber, she had been out for an hour, look­ing in­to the shop win­dows which line Kens­ing­ton High Street. She had even gone in­to one fam­ous em­pori­um and bought a new, and very ex­pens­ive, black mod­el hat. Though quite un­ob­trus­ive in shape, it was at once as simple and as un­usu­al as only a French mod­el hat can be. She had felt that she might have cause to be really very much put out if that per­fect little hat were bought, over her head so to speak, dur­ing the next few days.

			At last, feel­ing more cheer­ful, she walked briskly back to the Duke of Kent Man­sion. The pleas­ant-spoken port­er—all men, even lift port­ers, were al­ways pleas­ant-spoken to Ivy Lex­ton—took her up in the lift. She let her­self in with her latch­key, for she al­ways liked slip­ping in and out of the flat alone.

			As she went through the hall to­wards her charm­ing bed­room, the door of her hus­band’s room opened, and Nurse Brad­field came out, look­ing flustered and wor­ried.

			“Mr. Lex­ton doesn’t seem so well, and as we haven’t seen Dr. Lan­caster for two days, I tele­phoned to say I’d like him to come now. But oh, Mrs. Lex­ton, such a dread­ful thing has happened!”

			Un­der her del­ic­ately ap­plied rouge, the col­our drif­ted from Ivy’s face.

			“Some­thing dread­ful?” she re­peated mech­an­ic­ally.

			“Yes, in­deed, for Dr. Lan­caster has gone and broken his leg play­ing golf! He was stay­ing with his broth­er-in-law at Seaford, for one night only, but now he’s laid up there, and they don’t know for how long.”

			Ivy’s first feel­ing was one of re­lief. She had been so dread­fully frightened just now lest “some­thing” should have been found out.

			But even so, as the nurse went on speak­ing, there did come over her a slight feel­ing of mis­giv­ing.

			“How­ever, Dr. Ber­wick, the doc­tor who works in with Dr. Lan­caster, so to speak, is com­ing round in­stead!” Nurse Brad­field con­tin­ued.

			“I hope he’s nice,” said Ivy earn­estly.

			The ac­ci­dent to Dr. Lan­caster was real bad luck. He was a dear old thing, and so truly fond of her. When they had been al­most pen­ni­less, he had at­ten­ded her twice for noth­ing.

			There came a curi­ous look over the nurse’s face. She hes­it­ated, and then made up her mind to be frank.

			“To tell you the truth, Mrs. Lex­ton, I don’t much like Dr. Ber­wick! But then I’m pre­ju­diced, for I once had a nasty little scrap with him when I was nurs­ing an­oth­er case for Dr. Lan­caster. I con­sider that Dr. Ber­wick was very rude to me.”

			“How hor­rid of him!” ex­claimed Ivy sym­path­et­ic­ally, al­though she had not really been at­tend­ing to what Nurse Brad­field was say­ing.

			But she did listen, with startled at­ten­tion, when the nurse sud­denly ad­ded:

			“How­ever, he’s said to be very clev­er, and he’s much more up-to-date than Dr. Lan­caster. I shouldn’t be a bit sur­prised if Dr. Ber­wick finds out what really is the mat­ter with Mr. Lex­ton!”

			Ivy stared fear­fully at the speak­er, and again there swept over her a strong feel­ing of mis­giv­ing, if not of fear.

			

			Thus was ef­fected the en­trance of Dr. Ber­wick in­to the lives of Ivy Lex­ton and her hus­band.

			In spite of his shrewd­ness and long pro­fes­sion­al ex­per­i­ence, it took the new doc­tor some days to be­come even vaguely puzzled—so true is it that murder is the one chink in the ar­mour of a civ­il­ised com­munity—over cer­tain un­usu­al fea­tures in his pa­tient’s case.

			On the oc­ca­sion of his first vis­it to Jer­vis Lex­ton, Dr. Ber­wick had been in a great hurry, and though he had seen his new pa­tient’s wife for a few mo­ments, he had im­pa­tiently dis­missed her from his mind as a fool­ish, frivol­ous little wo­man. In­deed, con­sid­er­ing the man­ner of man he was, he could hardly have told, after that brief in­ter­view in the dimly lighted hall, wheth­er young Mrs. Lex­ton was pretty, or just or­din­ary, though he had no­ticed, with dis­ap­prov­al, that she was very much made up.

			Ivy on her side, if feel­ing slightly sur­prised by the doc­tor’s lack of in­terest in her at­tract­ive self, was at the same time re­as­sured by the fact that Dr. Ber­wick evid­ently thought her hus­band only suf­fer­ing from a tem­por­ary, if ob­stin­ate ail­ment, brought on, most prob­ably, by some­thing he had eaten dur­ing the even­ing which had pre­ceded the night he had first been taken ill.

			And yet her feel­ing of mis­giv­ing pre­vailed so far that she de­lib­er­ately tried to keep out of the new doc­tor’s way. This was quite easy, for she was out to most meals, and ow­ing to Lex­ton’s ill­ness she had stopped giv­ing her pleas­ant little bridge-parties at the flat.

			But as the days dragged on, as Jer­vis Lex­ton, in­stead of re­spond­ing to treat­ment, grew stead­ily worse, Dr. Ber­wick began to feel really puzzled. He made up his mind one day to see Mrs. Lex­ton. On that day Ivy was go­ing to be motored to Brighton by a new ad­mirer, and she had said she would come in after lunch to fetch her fur coat. So the doc­tor, be­liev­ing she would be back soon, waited for her. But the mo­ments be­came minutes, and the minutes moun­ted up to close on half an hour.

			Feel­ing very much an­noyed, he was just about to leave the flat, when Ivy walked in­to the draw­ing-room, look­ing, as he in­stantly ac­know­ledged to him­self, charm­ingly pretty and gay.

			“I waited to see you, Mrs. Lex­ton, be­cause I am not sat­is­fied with your hus­band’s con­di­tion. From what the nurse tells me, Dr. Lan­caster was puzzled too, though he said noth­ing of that in the notes he sent me con­cern­ing the case.”

			Then, al­most in spite of him­self, he was touched by the look of dis­tress which at once shad­owed her lovely face, and it was in a kinder tone that he went on:

			“If he does not pick up in the next day or two, I should very much like to have an­oth­er opin­ion. Will you try to per­suade him to see a spe­cial­ist?”

			“Of course I will,” she said quickly. “Though he can’t bear any fuss made over him, poor old boy! He very much ob­jec­ted to our hav­ing a nurse; but she’s such a com­fort to me.”

			Dr. Ber­wick dis­liked Nurse Brad­field. He thought her slow and old-fash­ioned. So now he told him­self that, though she might be a com­fort to Mrs. Lex­ton, he would far prefer a dif­fer­ent kind of nurse to tend one as ill as he now real­ised Jer­vis Lex­ton to be.

			He looked fix­edly at his pa­tient’s wife, de­bat­ing with­in him­self wheth­er he ought to im­part to her a sus­pi­cion which was be­gin­ning, only be­gin­ning, to touch his mind. Now and again, dur­ing the last two days, he had felt a slight, half-doubt­ing sus­pi­cion as to wheth­er cer­tain un­to­ward symp­toms could pos­sibly mean that Lex­ton was ab­sorb­ing some form of ir­rit­ant pois­on. But even to hint or half-im­ply such pos­sib­il­ity is a very ser­i­ous thing to do from a doc­tor’s point of view, and so he fell back on what seemed the wiser course of re­com­mend­ing a second opin­ion.

			“Do you think Dr. Lan­caster will be away long?” asked Ivy. “He’s such an old friend of mine,” and she smiled, a pretty, dis­arm­ing little smile. “I know you’re ever so much more clev­er than he is—”

			Dr. Ber­wick in­ter­rup­ted harshly, “That’s quite un­true! Dr. Lan­caster has had ten times the ex­per­i­ence I’ve had, and I take my hat off to him every time. But I fear he’s not likely to be back for a long time. You see, he’s no longer a young man, and it is a great chance for him to be in­val­ided away from home, and where he can’t be got at by the kind at­ten­tions of friends and—pa­tients.”

			

			The next day an un­to­ward thing happened which, though it seemed at the time of very little ac­count, was yet to prove of con­sid­er­able mo­ment.

			Ro­ger Gret­orex ran across a Mrs. Hor­ley, whom he had of­ten met in Ivy’s com­pany in the now faraway days when he would go any­where, and every­where, just to see her, and to hold her hand for a mo­ment. Mrs. Hor­ley nat­ur­ally al­luded to Jer­vis Lex­ton’s ill­ness, and was evid­ently much sur­prised to find that it was all news to him. To every­one but Gret­orex, Ivy con­stantly men­tioned her hus­band’s un­for­tu­nate con­di­tion, and ex­pressed some meas­ure of anxi­ety.

			Though only half be­liev­ing Mrs. Hor­ley’s tale, or rather be­liev­ing that Lex­ton was suf­fer­ing from some slight in­dis­pos­i­tion, Gret­orex went off to the flat, only to find that Ivy was out, as usu­al.

			The cook had opened the front door. She knew Gret­orex quite well by sight, for in the early days of the Lex­tons be­ing there, he had been an oc­ca­sion­al vis­it­or.

			He listened to her wordy ac­count of “the mas­ter’s” ill­ness; and then the nurse, hear­ing voices in the hall, opened her pa­tient’s door.

			“Nurse! This is Dr. Gret­orex, a great friend of the mas­ter and mis­sus,” said cook, re­treat­ing down the cor­ridor to­wards her kit­chen.

			Nurse Brad­field, who found life very dull just now, was pleased to see the fine-look­ing young man—a doc­tor, too.

			“Will you ask Mr. Lex­ton if he would care to see me?” asked Gret­orex.

			He felt he could do noth­ing less, as he was there, and Ivy was out.

			Poor Jer­vis eagerly, even joy­fully, wel­comed the sug­ges­tion, and the nurse left the two young men to­geth­er. They talked of all kinds of things—things that in­ter­ested Lex­ton rather than Gret­orex.

			At last the vis­it­or rose. “I’ll be go­ing now—”

			“Must you? I get so bored ly­ing here. I wish, old chap, you could think of some­thing that would make me feel the thing again? I don’t think much of Ivy’s Dr. Lan­caster. Be­sides, he’s just broken his leg!”

			Then he went in­to de­tails of what had be­come his wretched case, and, after hav­ing heard him out, Gret­orex pro­duced a pa­per pad and a foun­tain pen. Rap­idly he began writ­ing out a pre­scrip­tion, and he was so ab­sorbed in what he was do­ing that he did not hear the bed­room door open.

			Dr. Ber­wick, who was tired, hav­ing been up all night over an anxious case, stared with an­ger, as well as amazement, at his as yet un­known col­league.

			“Hallo!” cried Jer­vis, try­ing to lift him­self up from the pil­low, for he had be­come very weak. “Here’s a lark! An im­promptu con­sulta­tion, eh?”

			Then, as even he real­ised that Dr. Ber­wick looked like a thun­der­cloud, as he af­ter­wards ex­pressed it to the nurse, he went on, apo­lo­get­ic­ally: “I was jok­ing of course! Gret­orex, this is Dr. Ber­wick, who has taken over Dr. Lan­caster’s pa­tients.”

			Then, look­ing at Ber­wick, he went on: “Dr. Gret­orex is a great friend of mine and Ivy’s. He came in just now, and I told him about my poor dry throat and asked him if he could think of some­thing that might give me a little re­lief. You don’t mind, do you?”

			Dr. Ber­wick waited a mo­ment. Then he said, in far from a pleas­ant tone:

			“Well, to tell you the truth, I do mind. You are my pa­tient, Mr. Lex­ton, not Dr. Gret­orex’s pa­tient.”

			Gret­orex rose from the chair on which he had been sit­ting close to the sick man’s bed. The col­our rushed up all over his dark face. He said stiffly, curs­ing Lex­ton for a fool the while:

			“Mr. Lex­ton had just told me that Dr. Lan­caster has broken his leg. I had no idea that someone else had already taken over the case—”

			There fol­lowed an awk­ward si­lence between the two men. Dr. Ber­wick was wait­ing for the form­al apo­logy which the oth­er did not con­sider it ne­ces­sary to tender to him.

			At last Gret­orex took the piece of pa­per on which he had writ­ten out a pre­scrip­tion for a sooth­ing mix­ture and tore it in two.

			“Well, Lex­ton,” he ex­claimed, “I’ll be off now, leav­ing you, I’m sure, in ex­cel­lent hands! Tell Mrs. Lex­ton I came in. I’ve been so aw­fully busy this last fort­night that I haven’t had a minute to my­self. I’ve taken over for a friend a prac­tice in West­min­ster for a bit. It’s in a slum, and means a lot of work—”

			“And pre­cious little pay, eh?” said Lex­ton.

			Ro­ger Gret­orex smiled grimly, “But it’s all ex­per­i­ence.”

			Then he went out of the room, with just a cool nod to the oth­er doc­tor.

			

			It was a very dif­fer­ent Dr. Ber­wick who at eight that same even­ing fin­ished eat­ing his well-cooked, dain­tily-served din­ner. Janey Ber­wick was what her hus­band’s old friends called, with truth, a thor­oughly nice wo­man. After their early mar­riage she and her hus­band had had a bit­ter struggle, but that had only made them come the closer to one an­oth­er, and now that he was be­gin­ning to be really suc­cess­ful, she was de­term­ined to make him, so far as lay in her power, com­fort­able.

			She wore to­night her pret­ti­est even­ing frock, and any­one, see­ing them sit­ting there side by side in front of their cheer­ful fire in their pleas­ant sit­ting-room, would have thought them a pair of en­gaged lov­ers, rather than a couple who had been wed­ded for close on twelve years.

			Janey Ber­wick still looked a young wo­man, for she had been only nine­teen when she had giv­en up a com­fort­able, even lux­uri­ous, home, to throw in her lot with the young man who till two or three months be­fore their wed­ding had been still a med­ic­al stu­dent.

			He bore more signs than did his wife of the struggle they had gone through. How­ever, that struggle was now a thing of the past, or, at least, so they both had good reas­on to think.

			An in­tel­li­gent doc­tor either shares everything or noth­ing with his wife. Ber­wick shared everything and now he was en­gaged in telling her about Jer­vis Lex­ton, and how puzzled he was fast be­com­ing over Lex­ton’s curi­ous con­di­tion. He also told her how sur­prised, not to say in­dig­nant, he had been to dis­cov­er, when he had gone to see his pa­tient today, an­oth­er doc­tor there, ac­tu­ally pre­scrib­ing for Lex­ton—true, only as a friend, but act­ing, even so, in a most ir­reg­u­lar fash­ion!

			“I think I made him feel what I thought of such con­duct,” he said with sat­is­fac­tion.

			Then sud­denly he asked her a ques­tion.

			“D’you re­mem­ber that your people took a shoot­ing in Sus­sex many years ago, when I first knew you, from a man call Gret­orex?”

			“Of course I do, darling! An­chor­ford was the name of the place.”

			She was puzzled at the sud­den change in the con­ver­sa­tion.

			“Well, this young chap I found pre­scrib­ing for Lex­ton is Ro­ger Gret­orex! I had a sort of feel­ing I’d seen him be­fore.”

			“But what an ex­traordin­ary thing—I mean, that he should be a doc­tor.”

			“I don’t see why. Only the old house and that bit of shoot­ing be­longed to them, even then. D’you re­mem­ber Mrs. Gret­orex? She was very much the grande dame—”

			“Yes, she was in a way, but so really kind. She took a great fancy to me,” said Janey Ber­wick slowly.

			“I don’t think she ap­proved of me. She thought you ought to do bet­ter.”

			Ber­wick’s wife smiled. It was true that Mrs. Gret­orex hadn’t much cared for the dour, si­lent, med­ic­al stu­dent who was ob­vi­ously in love with her at­tract­ive young friend.

			“It all comes back to me. They were fear­fully poor; but Mrs. Gret­orex was keep­ing up all her char­it­ies in the vil­lage just as if she had still been the rich lady of the man­or. I thought it splen­did of her. What is Ro­ger Gret­orex like now? He was such a hand­some boy,” she con­cluded, with some curi­os­ity.

			Her hus­band waited a mo­ment, then he answered: “He’s still good-look­ing; I can tell you that much. But I didn’t like the look of him. He said that he’d taken over a slum prac­tice, some­where in West­min­ster.”

			“Is he a great friend of Mr. Lex­ton?”

			“He seemed to be, though they’re as dif­fer­ent as chalk from cheese. The one’s a born idler, the oth­er I should say a born work­er; though, mind you, Squire Gret­orex was a bad man. D’you re­mem­ber the sort of things we were told about him, Janey? How he had come in for thirty thou­sand a year when he was twenty-one, and how by the time he was fifty he had run through the whole of his for­tune on the turf?”

			“I ex­pect Dr. Gret­orex takes after his moth­er,” she said with a smile.

			Sud­denly there came the post­man’s loud knock, and Ber­wick, jump­ing up, went out in­to the hall.

			He came back with only one rather bulky let­ter, ad­dressed to him­self, in a wo­man’s slop­ing hand­writ­ing as yet un­known to him.

			He opened the large, square, pale-mauve en­vel­ope slowly, de­lib­er­ately. It con­tained a note fol­ded in two, and also an en­clos­ure, an en­vel­ope on which was writ­ten “Pre­scrip­tions.”

			He glanced over the note:

			
				Dear Dr. Ber­wick,

				You asked me to send you Dr. Lan­caster’s pre­scrip­tions. I found them just after you left. Jer­vis is feel­ing bet­ter this af­ter­noon, and the nurse says that if you’re busy she doesn’t think you need come to­mor­row.

				
					Yours sin­cerely,

					Ivy Lex­ton.

				
			

			He looked across at his wife. “It’s from Mrs. Lex­ton. She says her hus­band’s bet­ter, and that I need not go there to­mor­row. That’s a com­fort!”

			Idly he took out what that oth­er en­vel­ope con­tained. Dr. Lan­caster’s pre­scrip­tions might give him a clue as to what the old fel­low really thought of Lex­ton’s mys­ter­i­ous con­di­tion.

			“Hallo!” he ex­claimed in a tone of ex­treme sur­prise, for what was writ­ten on a wide sheet of thin, com­mon pa­per, fol­ded in eight, ran:

			
				
					Fri­day night.

				
				My own pre­cious love (for that you are and al­ways will be)—

				Of course I quite see your point of view. In­deed I ab­so­lutely agree in a sense with every word that you have writ­ten to me. We have done wrong in al­low­ing ourselves to love one an­oth­er, and when I say “we” I really mean I Ro­ger Gret­orex, not you, Ivy Lex­ton. You were, you are, the purest and best wo­man I have ever known.

				I can swear be­fore God that, had you been even mod­er­ately happy, I would have killed my­self rather than have dis­turbed your peace. My only ex­cuse, not for hav­ing loved you—of that I am not at all ashamed—but for hav­ing let you know that I loved you, is that when we first met you had be­gun to find how bit­ter a love­less life can be.

				You say you feel you ought nev­er to come again to Ferry Place. I bow to your de­cision, dearest, and I will say that you are right in hav­ing come to that de­cision, even though it causes me agony. Thank you for say­ing I may still write to you, and that you will some­times tele­phone to me.

				
					Yours de­voted

					Ro­ger Gret­orex.

				
			

			Ber­wick read the let­ter right through. Then he handed it to his wife.

			“Janey? I want you to tell me what you think of this! Both of the writer, I mean, and of the wo­man to whom this let­ter was writ­ten?”

			Slowly, with her hus­band closely watch­ing her, and feel­ing, it must be ad­mit­ted, ashamed of what she was do­ing, Janey Ber­wick read Ro­ger Gret­orex’s let­ter to Ivy Lex­ton right through.

			Then she looked across at her hus­band, and her face bore an ex­pres­sion that a little sur­prised him. He had ex­pec­ted it to be filled with the wrath and dis­gust he felt him­self.

			“This is writ­ten with a man’s heart’s blood,” she said at last. “There must be more in this little Mrs. Lex­ton than you think, An­gus. Surely this let­ter can­not be in an­swer to one sent by a silly, frivol­ous wo­man?”

			“I won­der,” he said gloomily, “what their real re­la­tions have been. This let­ter might, of course, mean one of two things.”

			She was read­ing the let­ter once more, slowly and care­fully. At last she looked up. “I am in­clined to think—” then she stopped and ex­claimed, “I don’t know what to think, An­gus!”

			“What were you go­ing to say just now?” he asked quickly.

			“I was go­ing to say that I’m in­clined to think that their friend­ship has not been in­no­cent. That was what I was go­ing to say; but even in these last few mo­ments I’ve turned right round! Now I would say in all sin­cer­ity, my dear, that I think it very prob­able that there’s been noth­ing but pas­sion­ate love on his side, and I sup­pose grate­ful af­fec­tion on hers. She evid­ently doesn’t care for her hus­band; so much is quite clear.”

			“No one would ever think so, from her way of speak­ing of him. The only time I’ve ever seen them to­geth­er they seemed on the most af­fec­tion­ate terms. He was call­ing her ‘darling’ all the time, and she called him ‘dear old boy,’ and seemed genu­inely very much wor­ried about him.”

			“At any rate she’s now made up her mind to do the right thing,” said Janey Ber­wick gravely. “One can’t but hon­our her for that, when one re­mem­bers—”

			She smiled, a curi­ous little smile.

			“Yes, my dear? Out with it!”

			“After all, it is very de­light­ful to be loved,” she said softly, “and this poor young chap evid­ently ad­ores her.”

			“Now comes a dif­fi­cult ques­tion: what am I to do with this let­ter? I won­der if I ought to send it back to her—”

			“If I were you, I wouldn’t send it back to her. If she’s the sort of wo­man you’ve de­scribed her to be, it’s quite likely she’ll nev­er dis­cov­er that she sent it you by mis­take.”

			“Ought I to put it in the fire?”

			“I don’t think you ought to do that. It doesn’t be­long to you. You’ve no right to des­troy it. Wait a day or two, dearest, and see what hap­pens. She may ask you if you have got the let­ter? Then you can give it back to her. I’ll keep it if you like, An­gus. We’ll put it in an en­vel­ope and I’ll ad­dress it to my­self. If I keep it in the secret draw­er of my old desk over there, only you and I will know where it is.”

		
	
		
			VII

			A long, long week went by, and it was now the even­ing of the 16th of Novem­ber. Nurse Brad­field had been out for an hour after lunch, and while she was out Ivy had “looked after” Jer­vis. She made a point of do­ing this at some time of her day, though it was al­ways over­full.

			Be­ing both good hu­moured and good natured, Nurse Brad­field fell in eas­ily with any plan pro­posed by her pa­tient’s wife. She had be­come very fond of Jer­vis Lex­ton, and, though aware of Ivy Lex­ton’s selfish­ness and in­nate frivolity and lev­ity, she was yet at­trac­ted, in spite of her­self, by the young­er wo­man’s beauty, and what was in very truth an ex­cep­tion­al charm of man­ner, and what some of Ivy’s friends called her cheeri­ness.

			Nurse Brad­field would have been sur­prised in­deed could she have looked in­to Ivy Lex­ton’s mind, and seen how of­ten and how anxiously that mind was oc­cu­pied with her­self.

			Of­ten the nurse would be touched and grat­i­fied by the con­sid­er­a­tion with which she was treated, and her com­fort stud­ied. It was no won­der that she, on her side, nev­er even thought of in­sist­ing on her right to a cer­tain amount of rest and ex­er­cise. She was no longer a young wo­man. She had few friends in Lon­don, and this day nurs­ing job with a pleas­ant young couple was an agree­able in­ter­lude in her of­ten anxious and hard­work­ing life.

			So on this early af­ter­noon Ivy and Jer­vis had what her pa­tient af­ter­wards weakly de­scribed to his nurse as a quiet, nice little time to­geth­er.

			Then Ivy had gone out to a bridge-party, and now she had just come in, leav­ing her­self barely time enough to dress and go out again.

			To the young day-maid who hovered, tim­idly, ad­mir­ingly, about her, Mrs. Lex­ton sadly ex­pressed her re­gret at be­ing in too great a hurry to see Mr. Lex­ton, even for a minute.

			Hurry was the word today. She was hur­ry­ing over her dress­ing as she nev­er hur­ried be­fore, and, while she made up with fe­ver­ish haste, there was a strange look on her lovely face. She even no­ticed that she did not look “quite the thing,” as she gazed at her­self in the look­ing-glass, and she tried, but it was a fail­ure, to smile, re­as­sur­ingly, at her­self.

			She had turned away from the dress­ing-table and had just slipped her frock over her head, when there was a knock at the bed­room door, and Nurse Brad­field came in.

			“I feel anxious about Mr. Lex­ton,” she said in a wor­ried voice. “I don’t like his col­our. Will you phone for the doc­tor, Mrs. Lex­ton? I hate leav­ing Mr. Lex­ton, even for a mo­ment!”

			Ivy of course mur­mured a word of as­sent. Then it was as if her heart bounded in her breast. Had it come at last—her or­der of re­lease?

			She felt a spasm of ter­ror shake her be­ing. Also a sen­sa­tion of ab­ject fear of hard-faced, cold-mannered Dr. Ber­wick.

			This morn­ing she had dis­covered the en­vel­ope con­tain­ing the pre­scrip­tions which she be­lieved she had sent the doc­tor a few days ago. And as she stared at it, puzzled, she sud­denly re­membered—re­membered, with a sharp stab of dis­may, thrust­ing Gret­orex’s let­ter in­to an empty en­vel­ope which she her­self, in the early days of Jer­vis’s ill­ness, act­ing on Dr. Lan­caster’s fussy ad­vice, had marked “Pre­scrip­tions.” Fool, fool that she had been!

			There was that in the lovely, sens­it­ive face of her pa­tient’s wife that caused the nurse to run for­ward and put her arms round her.

			“Don’t be so up­set, Mrs. Lex­ton! We’ll have the doc­tor round in a few minutes. Though he’s not my sort, Dr. Ber­wick is very clev­er, and maybe he’ll think of some­thing to bring him round—quick! But do please now phone at once!” And she al­most ran out of the room.

			But Ivy did not go over to the side of the bed where stood the tele­phone. In­stead, she went and sat down again in front of the pretty dress­ing-table. She shrank with ter­ror from the thought of send­ing for Dr. Ber­wick “all in a hurry, like this.”

			Oh! What had made her give that large, that dan­ger­ous, dose of the—the stuff, to Jer­vis today? He had felt weak, weak and what he oddly called “spent.” So she had mixed him a stiff brandy and soda. And the do­ing of that had seemed such a good op­por­tun­ity for … Ivy did not end the sen­tence, even to her­self.

			Again, why wasn’t Ro­ger Gret­orex in Lon­don? What a fool she had been to let him go for a long week­end down to Sus­sex to his tire­some moth­er. There was such sup­port in his un­ques­tion­ing love, in his ad­or­ing de­vo­tion, es­pe­cially as he no longer asked her, with plead­ing, ar­dent, burn­ing words of long­ing, to go to that hor­rid little house in Ferry Place.

			At last, slowly, and with drag­ging steps, she went over to the tele­phone and rang up the doc­tor’s house.

			To her re­lief it was a wo­man’s voice, kindly, gentle, which answered.

			“My hus­band is away. He won’t be back till to­mor­row morn­ing. Mr. Lex­ton less well? I’m so sorry. I’ll have a mes­sage sent round at once to Dr. Singleton, who al­ways takes over Dr. Ber­wick’s work. He only lives two doors off, and his tele­phone is un­luck­ily out of or­der.”

			Ivy waited for what seemed to the oth­er a very long time.

			“Are you sure he’ll be able to come at once?” she asked.

			There came the slightly im­pa­tient an­swer, “I can’t be sure of that, for Dr. Singleton may be out. But he’ll come as soon as he can.”

			“We want someone at once,” and the voice soun­ded so sad, so woe­ful, that Mrs. Ber­wick, at the oth­er end of the tele­phone, felt ashamed of the sus­pi­cion she had har­boured about young Mrs. Lex­ton ever since the night she had read Ro­ger Gret­orex’s love-let­ter. It was, how­ever, a sus­pi­cion she had kept to her­self. Even if these two had been lov­ers, they were so no longer. And in any case it was none of her busi­ness.

			But what was this Mrs. Lex­ton was say­ing?

			“There’s a doc­tor liv­ing in Duke of Kent Man­sion. I think I’d bet­ter try and get him, don’t you? My hus­band is so very ill. Nurse is quite frightened!”

			Without wait­ing for Mrs. Ber­wick’s as­sent, Ivy hung up the re­ceiv­er.

			She felt very much less afraid than she had felt just now. Surely fate was play­ing in­to her hands? She told her­self that it was really a most for­tu­nate thing that Dr. Ber­wick happened to be away.

			She went out in­to the hall and listened. But no sounds were com­ing from the sick man’s room.

			Timor­ously she called out, “Nurse!”

			She was afraid to open Jer­vis’s bed­room door, for she was de­term­ined not to see him. To do so, she told her­self, would do him no good, and only make her feel miser­able.

			The kit­chen door, situ­ated some way off, at the end of the long cor­ridor, swung open, and the nurse ap­peared, a jug of boil­ing wa­ter in her hand.

			“I’m com­ing,” she called out, “I’m com­ing, Mr. Lex­ton. Is the doc­tor here already?”

			“Dr. Ber­wick has gone away till to­mor­row morn­ing. Shall we try and get the doc­tor who lives in num­ber 1A, down­stairs?”

			“Oh, I don’t think Dr. Ber­wick would like us to do that! He was so dis­agree­able about that nice Dr. Gret­orex. Surely Dr. Ber­wick has someone who takes his pa­tients when he’s away? I nev­er heard of such a thing as a doc­tor leav­ing his pa­tients un­at­ten­ded! But I’ve thought of some­thing to give Mr. Lex­ton that may ease the dread­ful pain. He seems a little bet­ter now.”

			“I’m glad of that,” said Ivy fer­vently. And she was glad. It hurt her, made her feel wretched, when she had time to re­mem­ber it, to think of poor Jer­vis suf­fer­ing.

			As time had gone on, Nurse Brad­field had liked Dr. Ber­wick less and less. He had such a short, un­pleas­ant way with him. Also, she was too ex­per­i­enced not to have quickly seen that he was both puzzled and ir­rit­ated by his pa­tient’s lack of re­ac­tion to his treat­ment. Once or twice she had thrown out a feel­er about this. But he had re­buffed her, al­most rudely, while yet giv­ing her strict in­struc­tions nev­er to leave her pa­tient alone, and al­ways to ad­min­is­ter her­self the food and the medi­cines pre­scribed. This had sur­prised, and even of­fen­ded her.

			Not only had the nurse be­come fond, in a way, of beau­ti­ful Mrs. Lex­ton, but for Jer­vis him­self she had now al­most a tender feel­ing. He was such a real gen­tle­man, giv­ing as little trouble as he could, and even when in sharp pain in­vari­ably pa­tient and good-hu­moured.

			“I sup­pose you’d like me to stay in to­night?” asked Ivy nervously.

			Nurse Brad­field hes­it­ated.

			“I don’t think you need, really. It isn’t as if you could do any­thing, Mrs. Lex­ton? I can man­age quite well; and if I think it ne­ces­sary I can al­ways send cook for the doc­tor in the flat down­stairs.”

			So Ivy went off, with a sen­sa­tion of in­tense re­lief, to a theatre-party, com­posed of a young mar­ried wo­man of much her own age and two men. Her own spe­cial es­cort was a good-look­ing bach­el­or whom she had met since her re­turn to Lon­don, and with whom she spent a great deal of what she called her spare time.

			She de­term­ined to ban­ish Jer­vis from her mind, and, in quite a short time, she suc­ceeded. After all, he was “a little bet­ter,” and Nurse Brad­field was kind­ness it­self.

			Ivy had ab­stained from say­ing to which theatre she was go­ing, and after an amus­ing even­ing spent in laugh­ing at a really funny farce, the four went on to sup­per at the Carlton.

			Her new man friend drove her home at al­most one in the morn­ing, and she lingered for quite a long while in the deser­ted hall of the Duke of Kent Man­sion, bid­ding him farewell. When at last he went off she felt quite “good,” for she had only al­lowed him one kiss.

			Lightly she ran up the stairs, for the lift stopped work­ing at mid­night. But when she reached the land­ing out­side her front door, Ivy Lex­ton did not at once put her latch­key in the lock. In­deed, she waited for quite a long time. At last, how­ever, she did put the key in the lock, and slowly she turned it.

			Then she gave a stifled cry of sur­prise, for Nurse Brad­field was sit­ting in the hall, wait­ing for her.

			There was a look of great dis­tress, al­most of shame, on the nurse’s kind face. She got up, and looked straight in­to the now ter­ri­fied eyes of the mer­ry­maker.

			“I’ve bad news for you—very bad news, Mrs. Lex­ton.”

			She waited, hop­ing the oth­er would say some­thing that would im­ply she un­der­stood what that bad news must be.

			But Ivy re­mained si­lent, star­ing at Nurse Brad­field with ter­ror-filled, dilated eyes.

			“Mr. Lex­ton took a very ser­i­ous turn for the worse about half-past ten. I sent at once for the doc­tor down­stairs, but he was out; and—and—” she did not fin­ish her sen­tence. “I don’t think any­thing could have saved him. His heart gave way—that’s what it was! He looks so young, so boy­ish, so peace­ful.”

			The tears came in­to her eyes. “Would you like to see him?”

			“Oh no! I—I couldn’t!”

			The newly-made wid­ow burst in­to tears, and the older wo­man led her ten­derly to her bed­room, and helped her to un­dress.

			“I’ll nev­er for­get how kind you were to my poor darling—and to me, too, nurse. I hope to be able to prove my grat­it­ude some day,” whispered Ivy, after the oth­er had tucked her up in bed.

			Nurse Brad­field was touched. She for­got how selfish she had secretly thought little Mrs. Lex­ton’s con­duct had been, in prac­tic­ally in­sist­ing on go­ing out this even­ing. She only re­membered thence­forth her pretty ways, her sweet man­ner to her poor hus­band, and the easy good nature which al­ways made her will­ing, when she happened to be at home, to ar­range some little treat for her hus­band’s kind nurse.

			

			That night Ivy lay for a long, long while with eyes wide open in the dark­ness. What had just happened filled her with a kind of awe. She had not known how easy and simple is the pas­sage from life to death.

			She re­minded her­self how very kind, how good a pal, she had al­ways been to poor Jer­vis, and how happy he had been these last two months, ow­ing to Miles Rush­worth.

			Dear, de­light­ful, gen­er­ous Miles Rush­worth! The thought of him brought a rush of joy, as well as com­fort, in its train.

			At last a great peace des­cen­ded upon her. All the ter­rors which had as­sailed her dur­ing those in­fre­quent mo­ments when she had been, by some strange chance, alone, dur­ing her hus­band’s ill­ness, had van­ished as if they had nev­er been.

			As she looked back she shivered at the thought of how frightened she had some­times felt. And yet, after all, she knew now that there had been noth­ing to be really frightened about.

			Ro­ger Gret­orex had been right as to what he had said, on that even­ing she still re­membered so well. At the time she had thought it hor­rid of him to ima­gine such a thing as that—she let what he had sug­ges­ted stay un­defined. No need surely to put it in­to ugly words, even to her­self. All the same, she did bring her­self to face the com­fort­ing fact that, if rather hor­rible, it was cer­tainly true. A great many more people are un­doubtedly helped out of life than stu­pid, un­ima­gin­at­ive folk sup­pose. As to those who—well—help them to leave a world which has no fur­ther use for them, they cer­tainly, as Ro­ger had de­clared, “got away with it,” of­ten with mar­vel­lous suc­cess.

			True, that dis­agree­able Dr. Ber­wick had been puzzled—he had said as much to her. But she had got on much bet­ter with him dur­ing the last couple of days, since, in fact, he had seen that she really could not en­dure the sight of poor Jer­vis’s suf­fer­ings. …

			The word “death,” which means so much to the great ma­jor­ity of men and wo­men, meant very little to Ivy Lex­ton. In­deed, she felt, as she lay there in the dark­ness, that this man who had been her lov­er-com­rade had only gone away out of her life on a long jour­ney—a jour­ney from which, how­ever, he was nev­er to re­turn. The fact that she had planned that jour­ney, that it was ow­ing to her dir­ect ac­tion that he had gone from the world he found on the whole so pleas­ant, would and must, not only re­main hid­den, but in time be for­got­ten even by her­self.

			In a way, she was for­get­ting it already as she turned to her cloud­less, sunny fu­ture—to the de­light­ful ex­ist­ence she would hence­forth lead, first as the fiancée, and then as the wife, of Miles Rush­worth.

			Run straight? Of course she would run straight! For one thing, Rush­worth wasn’t the sort of man with whom it would be safe to run crooked. For all his odd ideas, and to Ivy his ideas as to mor­al­ity were in­deed sin­gu­lar, she real­ised that he had his weath­er eye very much open. She would hence­forth have to be what to her­self she vaguely called “a good wo­man.” But then, how easy it is to be a good wo­man when one has a hun­dred thou­sand a year!

		
	
		
			VIII

			After a good night of deep, healthy sleep, Ivy Lex­ton awoke. She sat up in bed and then, all at once, she re­membered. …

			Her first sen­sa­tion was one of in­tense, al­most pain­fully acute, re­lief. True, she would still have, for just a little while, to play a part. But play­ing a part was to her second nature. Now and again, but very rarely, in mo­ments of sus­pense, and now and again in mo­ments of pan­ic, there would ap­pear be­fore a pair of as­ton­ished eyes an­oth­er wo­man al­to­geth­er to the every­day Ivy.

			She slid out of her com­fort­able warm bed and softly opened the door of her bed­room, to see that the grand­fath­er’s clock in the hall marked a quarter past nine.

			The kindly, fussy old cook came out of her kit­chen, and when she saw the slender fig­ure, clad in dia­phan­ous pale pink ninon trimmed with lace, stand­ing half-in half-out of the door, she hur­ried down the pas­sage and whispered, “Go back to bed, ma’am! I won’t be a minute in get­ting you a cup of tea. I scarcely slept a wink all night, I was that up­set. Mr. Lex­ton was such a nice young gen­tle­man.”

			“Thank you very, very much, cook!”

			Tears, genu­ine tears, rose to Ivy’s eyes. What cook said was so true—Jer­vis had been “such a nice young gen­tle­man,” es­pe­cially dur­ing this pain­ful ill­ness. It seemed so strange to think of him as gone, forever, from a world which on the whole had treated him so kindly, and of which he had been so con­ten­ted a den­iz­en. Ivy did not put the thoughts which haunted her mind in those words, but that was the pur­port of them.

			After she had had her break­fast, she began to feel oddly rest­less, and so, earli­er than was usu­al with her, she got up and dressed. Nurse Brad­field, it ap­peared, was still asleep.

			The newly-made wid­ow hes­it­ated as to what she should wear. Fi­nally she de­cided on a pretty black geor­gette frock she had bought from a friend who had star­ted a prof­it­able little busi­ness in French mod­els, some of which she clev­erly man­aged to smuggle over from Par­is.

			After she had put it on, Ivy looked at the re­flec­tion of her­self in the long nar­row pan­el of look­ing-glass set in the wall at right angles from the win­dow. Yes, the dress was charm­ing, and looked just right.

			She ran across to a wal­nut-wood chest, and took out of it the hat she had bought yes­ter­day. For the first time, since she had come in­to the flat last night, she smiled. The little hat was so chic, really chic! And it made her look so—well, why not say it to her­self?—so ab­so­lutely lovely.

			Slowly, re­luct­antly, she took off the hat, and then she went in­to the draw­ing-room.

			The blinds were still drawn down. How strange! Then she re­membered why they were drawn down.

			She wandered about the room, feel­ing just a little dazed. Should she tele­graph for Ro­ger Gret­orex? It was so stu­pid of his moth­er to have giv­en up the tele­phone. No one could be so poor as that; it was just mean­ness and af­fect­a­tion! But if she wired she knew he would come back at once. She also knew that she could trust him to take off her shoulders all wor­ry­ing, maybe even un­pleas­ant, ar­range­ments.

			And yet the fact that she was now a wid­ow would cer­tainly make Ro­ger “tire­some.” So un­for­tu­nately cer­tain was this that she felt it bet­ter to leave him alone, at any rate for the present. Also she was a little afraid of see­ing him just now. After all, ow­ing to his be­ing a doc­tor, he had such an un­canny know­ledge of—of pois­ons, and of their ef­fect on the hu­man body.

			She sat down; then she got up again, and at last she began mov­ing about rest­lessly.

			Sud­denly she told her­self that she might as well sit down and write to Miles Rush­worth. It could be quite a short let­ter. He would of course re­mem­ber that in her very last let­ter she had said that poor Jer­vis was worse, and that she was feel­ing anxious.

			She wondered how long it takes for a let­ter to get to South Africa. And then with a sen­sa­tion of re­lief came the thought that she could cable. It would be quite nat­ur­al for her to do that as, after all, her hus­band had been in Rush­worth’s em­ploy­ment.

			She went over to the writ­ing-table, and, sit­ting down, drew a tele­graph form to­wards her. She would write it out, and then take it her­self to the post of­fice. She didn’t feel, some­how, like send­ing a cable to Rush­worth over the tele­phone. That is the worst of liv­ing in a flat. Everything one says may be over­heard, es­pe­cially from the hall.

			But in­stead of tak­ing up a pen, she put her el­bows on the table and gazed in front of her.

			There had sud­denly come over her a most un­ex­pec­ted sen­sa­tion of loneli­ness. Oh, if she had one good man friend who wasn’t in love with her, and who would help her through the next few days! She did so shrink from—from everything. Lay­ing her head on the table, she began to sob with self-pity.

			The door opened, and the nurse came in. Ivy looked up.

			“I’m so miser­able! So miser­able! I don’t know what to do!”

			“Don’t you worry about any­thing, Mrs. Lex­ton. Dr. Ber­wick will be round pretty soon. I tele­phoned to his house just now, and left a mes­sage for him. Mrs. Ber­wick was shocked to hear our dread­ful news. She said she was ex­pect­ing the doc­tor back any minute now. I ex­pect Dr. Gret­orex will be in some time today, too. Surely he’ll see to all the things that have to be done.”

			“All the things?” Ivy looked timor­ously at Nurse Brad­field, and shivered.

			The oth­er saw her look of dis­may. “Poor little thing,” she said to her­self, “she’s not much more than a child, after all.”

			Aloud she said, “I thought of go­ing out presently. Not for long”—fear had flashed in­to Ivy’s face—“only just for a few minutes.”

			She ad­ded kindly: “I shouldn’t try to write, if I were you, Mrs. Lex­ton. I’d just lie down and have a rest. I don’t sup­pose you’ve had much sleep?”

			Ivy answered plaint­ively, “I lay awake all night. You see it was such a shock, nurse, such a dread­ful shock,” and she thought that what she said was true.

			In a way it had been a dread­ful shock, for Ivy had nev­er come face to face with death. She had been still a pu­pil at a fash­ion­able school when her fath­er had killed him­self.

			The nurse led her to the com­fort­able sofa. “You lie down here.”

			Ivy obeyed, won­der­ing why she felt as she did feel—so thor­oughly up­set and un­nerved.

			She had been ly­ing down per­haps ten minutes when she heard the now fa­mil­i­ar knock of Dr. Ber­wick. She star­ted up, and what nat­ur­al col­our she had left her cheeks. An­grily she told her­self that it was stu­pid to feel frightened. There was noth­ing to be frightened about.

			The door opened, and the doc­tor strode in­to the darkened room. He turned a frown­ing, pre­oc­cu­pied face on the newly-made wid­ow. Then, when his eyes res­ted on the tear-stained little face, his ex­pres­sion softened.

			“I’m more sorry than I can say that I happened to have been away all yes­ter­day, Mrs. Lex­ton. I only came back this morn­ing.”

			Ivy began to cry, and again he felt touched by her evid­ent dis­tress.

			“Sit down, Mrs. Lex­ton. Do sit down. I’m afraid you’ve had a ter­rible shock.”

			“A dread­ful, dread­ful shock!” she sobbed, “I had no idea that Jer­vis was so ill.”

			“Last time I was here he was cer­tainly bet­ter,” he said quickly. “You thought him bet­ter too, didn’t you?”

			“I did. I did in­deed.”

			She was trem­bling now, and though she was con­sciously play­ing a part, her emo­tion was still genu­ine.

			She sat down on the sofa and the doc­tor drew up a chair and sat down too, a little to her sur­prise.

			“If you feel up to it,” he said, “I want to ask you a few ques­tions. I mean as to what happened yes­ter­day?”

			She dabbed her eyes with her handker­chief. “I can’t tell you very much, for I was out a great deal yes­ter­day. But nurse nev­er left Jer­vis, not for one mo­ment. She’s been most aw­fully kind, and—”

			He cut her short, brusquely. “I know she’s a good old thing. What I want to know is wheth­er Mr. Lex­ton re­ceived any vis­it­or or vis­it­ors yes­ter­day?”

			“Vis­it­ors?” She looked at him in sur­prise. “Not that I know of. He was far too ill.”

			In a tone which he strove to make light, he ob­served, “I thought that your hus­band might have seen Dr. Gret­orex for a few mo­ments.”

			The col­our rushed in­to her face.

			“He can’t have seen him. Dr. Gret­orex is in the coun­try.” Then, a little con­fusedly, she ad­ded, “At least, I’m nearly sure that he is.”

			“Ah, well, then he can’t have come in, of course.”

			A knock soun­ded on the door, and Nurse Brad­field came in­to the room.

			Ivy wel­comed her pres­ence. Look­ing up in­to the kind face, now full of sym­pathy, she ex­claimed:

			“Dr. Ber­wick has been ask­ing me if my hus­band saw any­one yes­ter­day? But I’m quite sure Jer­vis wasn’t well enough to see any­one.”

			“Mr. Lex­ton only had one vis­it­or,” said the nurse quickly, de­fens­ively, “and that was Dr. Gret­orex.”

			“I thought,” said the doc­tor, turn­ing sharply on Ivy, “that you said just now that Dr. Gret­orex was in the coun­try?”

			“He was to have been in the coun­try, stay­ing with his moth­er for a long week­end.”

			There was no mis­tak­ing Ivy’s look of sur­prise. Not that she thought it mattered, one way or the oth­er, wheth­er Ro­ger Gret­orex had come in or not yes­ter­day.

			“At what time was he here?” asked Dr. Ber­wick.

			The nurse waited a mo­ment. “I sup­pose it would have been about four o’clock. He didn’t mean to see Mr. Lex­ton.”

			Said Dr. Ber­wick grimly to him­self, “Oh, didn’t he?”

			Nurse Brad­field went on, a little nervously: “He asked for Mrs. Lex­ton, and when he heard that she was com­ing in soon—you said you wouldn’t be out long,” and she turned to Ivy—“he said he would come in and wait. After he had been in the draw­ing-room about ten minutes, he rang for the maid and asked to see me. I told him I thought Mr. Lex­ton on the whole bet­ter, and then he in­quired if Mr. Lex­ton would care to see him. He said he couldn’t stay long, as he had a train to catch—”

			Dr. Ber­wick said neg­li­gently, “Did you leave them alone to­geth­er, nurse?”

			“Yes, I did, doc­tor, for I knew they were great friends. Dr. Gret­orex thought Mr. Lex­ton less well than the last time he had seen him. In fact, he saw a great change.”

			“Did he tell you that?”

			She replied quickly, “He told me that he thought him very far from well, and that he was dis­tressed at the change he saw in him.”

			“You nev­er told me all that,” said Ivy plaint­ively.

			“I ought to have done, Mrs. Lex­ton. But the truth is I was too up­set, when Mr. Lex­ton took a turn for the worse, to re­mem­ber any­thing.”

			“I’m sure see­ing Ro­ger Gret­orex for a few mo­ments can’t have done him any harm,” said Ivy gently. “They were great friends.”

			But as she made that com­mon­place re­mark, she flushed again, re­mem­ber­ing Ro­ger’s high­falutin’ let­ter—what a fool she had been not to des­troy it at once!

			“So I un­der­stood on that oc­ca­sion when Dr. Gret­orex, from my point of view, most im­prop­erly began to pre­scribe for him,” said the doc­tor, in a tone which, even to him­self, soun­ded trenchantly iron­ic.

			Mean­while Nurse Brad­field, sup­pos­ing that for the present the doc­tor had done with her, had turned to­wards the door.

			“I should be ob­liged, nurse, if you would wait in the din­ing-room for a few mo­ments. I should like to speak to you on my way out.”

			“Cer­tainly, Dr. Ber­wick.”

			The good wo­man told her­self with a touch of con­tempt that he could have noth­ing of any mo­ment to say to her. She had done her duty, and more than her duty as a day nurse, to poor Jer­vis Lex­ton.

			As she shut the door, Dr. Ber­wick turned to his late pa­tient’s wid­ow.

			“In the cir­cum­stances,” he said, in a slow, em­phat­ic tone, “I am afraid, Mrs. Lex­ton, that there must be a post­mortem.”

			“A post­mortem?” re­peated Ivy fal­ter­ingly. “What is a post­mortem, Dr. Ber­wick?”

			She was try­ing to re­mem­ber what it was ex­actly that Ro­ger Gret­orex had said about a “post­mortem.” Much that he had said, dur­ing that con­ver­sa­tion which had meant so little to him, and so much to her, was al­most ter­ribly present to her mind. But her memory as to that alarm­ing word or ex­pres­sion had be­come dim.

			Ivy Lex­ton had al­ways re­mained, un­til today, most com­fort­ably ig­nor­ant of all the ter­rible, strange, and aw­ful things that now and again oc­curred out­side her own im­me­di­ate little circle of people and of in­terests.

			The news­pa­per re­ports of a really ex­cit­ing “so­ci­ety case,” of the kind which amused and in­trigued her spe­cial set of friends, amused and in­trigued her too; though only if there was noth­ing go­ing on at the time in her own life of in­fin­itely great­er mo­ment. As to what is called, of­ten er­ro­neously, “a murder mys­tery” she had nev­er felt any in­terest at all.

			Her look of in­no­cent in­quiry at once ef­faced from Dr. Ber­wick’s mind what might have been de­scribed as a gos­samer sus­pi­cion which he had now and again en­ter­tained, dur­ing the last ten days, with re­gard to his pa­tient’s wife.

			He did not an­swer her ques­tion at once. In­stead he asked her slowly, “I sup­pose you have some man re­l­at­ive who can see to everything for you? Though I ad­vise that no ar­range­ments be made today.”

			“No ar­range­ments?” She looked at him sur­prised. “Does that mean—” she waited for a mo­ment, then went on, “that poor Jer­vis’s fu­ner­al can­not take place as soon as nurse thought it might?”

			“Nurse? What did nurse say?” he asked quickly.

			She real­ised at once that she had made a mis­take in men­tion­ing nurse.

			Ivy was only clev­er with re­gard to those men—they were in the great ma­jor­ity—whom she in­stinct­ively knew to be strongly at­trac­ted to her lovely self.

			“Nurse seemed to think that the fu­ner­al could be on Thursday,” she answered in a low voice.

			“Noth­ing can be settled till the post­mortem has taken place, Mrs. Lex­ton. Once the cause of death has been as­cer­tained, the fu­ner­al can, of course, take place at once.”

			Ivy had moved away while he was speak­ing, and she was now stand­ing by the writ­ing-table, with her back to the win­dow.

			Slowly, mech­an­ic­ally, she re­peated: “The cause of death?”

			Though she uttered the four words in her usu­al voice, there had sud­denly swept over her a sen­sa­tion of in­tense ter­ror.

			“I’m sure that you feel quite as anxious as I do, Mrs. Lex­ton, to know what can have brought about your hus­band’s death in so sud­den and mys­ter­i­ous a fash­ion,” said Dr. Ber­wick earn­estly. “I have not con­cealed from you that to me this case, ever since I took charge of Mr. Lex­ton, presen­ted more than one puzz­ling fea­ture.”

			Though, un­like his wife, he felt quite sure that the at­tract­ive, silly young creature be­fore him had nev­er re­turned Ro­ger Gret­orex’s love, she had cer­tainly been fool­ishly im­prudent. With in­dul­gent con­tempt he told him­self that she was the sort of wo­man who al­ways likes to have an ad­or­ing swain hanging about her.

			“I think it more than likely,” he said, get­ting up, and speak­ing far more lightly than be­fore, “that noth­ing un­to­ward will be dis­covered as a res­ult of the post­mortem—which, by the way, simply means an ex­am­in­a­tion. But still, if only for my own sat­is­fac­tion, and I’m sure that my feel­ings will be shared by Dr. Lan­caster, I should like to be able to put what is the truth, rather than a mere guess, as to the cause of Mr. Lex­ton’s death on the cer­ti­fic­ate.”

			Again he had uttered those aw­ful words—the cause of … death.

			She forced her­self to say, with a look of child­ish ap­peal, “I daresay you’ll think it strange, Dr. Ber­wick, but this is the first time in my life that I’ve ever been even in the same house where—”

			She stopped, and he sup­plied the end of her sen­tence,

			“—there has been a death? That is not so strange as you may think, Mrs. Lex­ton. Some people go through a long life without com­ing in con­tact even with ser­i­ous ill­ness.”

			“It’s that which makes it all so dread­ful,” and again she melted in­to tears.

			She was telling her­self that if they really found out any­thing as a res­ult of—what was that strange, ter­ri­fy­ing term?—the post­mortem, then this hard-faced man stand­ing there might make a great dif­fer­ence, per­haps all the dif­fer­ence, to her be­ing, well, wor­ried.

			Her look of ap­peal, her tears, did touch the doc­tor. He asked him­self idly what age this lovely little wo­man could be? She looked so amaz­ingly young. Not a day over twenty! But she must, of course, be much older than that, for Jer­vis Lex­ton had talked on one oc­ca­sion as if they had been mar­ried quite a long time.

			Ivy felt the wave of kindly feel­ing, and was re­as­sured.

			“I shall be so lonely now,” she said plaint­ively.

			“Have you no wo­man friend who would come and stay with you, Mrs. Lex­ton? In any case, you ought to com­mu­nic­ate with your hus­band’s law­yers. I sup­pose Mr. Lex­ton’s life was in­sured?”

			“No, Jer­vis was not in­sured.”

			She looked sur­prised at the ques­tion.

			“He quar­relled with his law­yer last year,” she ad­ded for­lornly. “And our one really great friend, Miles Rush­worth, lives at Liv­er­pool, but he is in South Africa just now.”

			“You mean the own­er of the Rush­worth Line?”

			“Yes, my hus­band was in his Lon­don of­fice. I’m go­ing to cable to Mr. Rush­worth. It’s so dread­ful to feel I’ve no one to turn to.”

			“I should think Dr. Gret­orex might be able to help you?”

			He uttered the com­mon­place words in a tone he tried to make mat­ter-of-fact. Still, he threw her a quick look, and he did be­come aware that the half-ques­tion had dis­turbed her. Though how much he had dis­turbed her he was nev­er to know.

			She turned to the writ­ing-table, and began pil­ing the pa­pers which lay on it to one side, and then there rose be­fore her in­ner vis­ion a view of Ro­ger Gret­orex’s sur­gery as it had looked on that even­ing when she had been sur­prised, just for a mo­ment, by his old char­wo­man. She saw again the jar la­belled “Ar­sen­ic” stand­ing on the deal table.

			“I’m not quite sure where Dr. Gret­orex is just now. Be­sides, he’s so dread­fully busy.”

			Dr. Ber­wick re­minded him­self that the poor little wo­man had un­doubtedly been try­ing to put an end to Gret­orex’s in­fatu­ation. Gret­orex’s own let­ter had proved that. So it was de­cent of her not to send for him just now.

			“I must be go­ing, Mrs. Lex­ton, for I have a great deal of work to get through this morn­ing.”

			He took her hand in his, and then he felt startled, for it was icy cold. Poor, pretty little thing! She had evid­ently had a more ser­i­ous shock than he had sup­posed. In her own child­ish way she must have been really fond of that feck­less, yet not un­at­tract­ive, chap.

			True, she had been no more use in the sick­room than an of­fi­cious, af­fec­tion­ate child would have been! And only this last week he had thought it oddly heart­less of her to have been out al­most the whole of every day. But he real­ised, now, that she had nev­er be­fore come in con­tact with ser­i­ous ill­ness. …

			How­ever, there could be no doubt as to her real grief and sense of loss. There were black lines round her long-fringed, vi­ol­et eyes; marks of tears still stained her roseleaf-tin­ted cheeks. And—and she was really so lovely that now, when bid­ding her good­bye, he did hold her hand maybe a thought longer than he need have done.

			“Get out of doors all you can,” he said feel­ingly. “Go and walk in Kens­ing­ton Gar­dens now, till lunch time. And don’t worry about any­thing! As far as will be pos­sible, I prom­ise to save you all trouble and anxi­ety.”

			She gave his strong hand an af­fec­tion­ate squeeze.

			“I can’t tell you how grate­ful I am to you, doc­tor, I shall nev­er for­get how aw­fully kind you’ve been.”

			Till a few mo­ments ago she had thought Dr. Ber­wick very un­kind, but Ivy Lex­ton was dowered with so great a power of self-de­cep­tion that she really did be­lieve what she had just said.

			As the doc­tor was go­ing quickly through the hall, Nurse Brad­field came out of the din­ing-room.

			“You wanted to see me, Dr. Ber­wick?”

			“Did I? Well, I don’t think I need trouble you after all, nurse. Wait a mo­ment, though. I’d just like to have your ad­dress. I sup­pose you are leav­ing here today?”

			Nurse Brad­field was genu­inely sur­prised. She had felt so sure that the doc­tor thought but poorly of her; and she on her side had no wish to nurse un­der him again. Still, one nev­er can tell! She took a card out of her hand­bag, and handed it to him.

			“There’s go­ing to be a post­mortem,” he said sud­denly, and then he looked at her hard. Had she had no sus­pi­cion of any­thing be­ing wrong?

			Her evid­ent as­ton­ish­ment answered his un­spoken ques­tion even be­fore she said in a sur­prised tone: “Have you any doubt your­self, doc­tor, as to the cause of Mr. Lex­ton’s death?”

			He nearly replied: “The greatest doubt! In fact, I don’t feel I can sign the death cer­ti­fic­ate.”

			But he checked him­self. It wouldn’t do for her to go and fright­en that poor little wo­man. After all, his sus­pi­cions might be—he cer­tainly hoped they were—ab­so­lutely un­jus­ti­fied.

			And then it was her turn to as­ton­ish him.

			“I hope Mrs. Lex­ton won’t be put to any great ex­pense,” she mur­mured. “In spite of this lovely flat, and her won­der­ful clothes, I’m afraid they were very poor. In fact, Mr. Lex­ton, when he was wan­der­ing so much these last two days, talked a lot about money, and seemed to blame him­self very much. But I should say that it was she who was ex­tra­vag­ant!”

			“Ex­tra­vag­ant?” said the doc­tor, sur­prised. “Is Mrs. Lex­ton ex­tra­vag­ant? I should have thought she had very simple tastes.”

			Nurse Brad­field smiled to her­self. “Men are soft where a pretty face is con­cerned,” she re­minded her­self tol­er­antly.

			Then aloud she said: “Mrs. Lex­ton spends a great deal of money over her clothes—and I know that she is a good bit in debt. There was a man here the day be­fore yes­ter­day who said he wouldn’t go away till he was paid. But he had to, at last, for she wasn’t in till mid­night. We must hope that Mr. Lex­ton was well in­sured.”

			“He wasn’t in­sured at all,” said the doc­tor shortly. “I asked Mrs. Lex­ton, for had he been, she ought at once to have in­formed the in­sur­ance com­pany.”

			

			For the first time in his pro­fes­sion­al life Dr. Ber­wick went home in what he him­self de­scribed as “the middle of his round.”

			Mrs. Ber­wick saw the mo­tor draw up out­side their little house, and run­ning out in­to the hall she opened the front door.

			“Darling!” she cried, “did you for­get any­thing?”

			“No, Janey, I for­got noth­ing. But I’ve got to ar­range for a post­mortem, so I thought it bet­ter to come back here, rather than ring up from a call of­fice.”

			She saw that he was ex­cited and dis­turbed, and, be­ing a wise wo­man, she asked him no ques­tions. But she was not sur­prised when, in­stead of go­ing straight off to the tele­phone, he turned in­to their sit­ting-room, and shut the door be­hind him.

			“Janey?” he said slowly. “You know that that poor chap Lex­ton died last night? Mrs. Lex­ton, as usu­al, was out. She came in to find him dead.”

			“How dread­ful!”

			“He was bet­ter, it seems, in the morn­ing—very much bet­ter. Then Ro­ger Gret­orex came in and sat with him some time alone or so I gath­er from the nurse.”

			There fol­lowed a long, preg­nant si­lence between the hus­band and wife. Then there came over Mrs. Ber­wick’s face a look of ter­rible dis­may.

			“D’you mean that you sus­pect—?” And there was a world of hor­ror in her voice.

			“I don’t sus­pect any­thing,” he answered sharply. “And I cer­tainly don’t want you to put words in­to my mouth, or even thoughts in­to my mind. There’s go­ing to be a post­mortem, so we shall soon know part of the truth, at any rate.”

			She waited a mo­ment, and her voice sank al­most to a whis­per.

			“Then Mrs. Lex­ton con­sents to a post­mortem?”

			“Her con­sent was not asked,” he said brusquely. “But I’ll tell you one thing, Janey. If there’s been any foul play, she’s not in it. I’ve thor­oughly sat­is­fied my­self of that.”

			“But Ro­ger Gret­orex? A doc­tor? How ter­rible!”

			“I know,” he muttered. “But, Janey?”

			“Yes, dear?”

			“I think it’s ninety-nine chances to one against my half-sus­pi­cion turn­ing out to be the truth. What with his im­pudence in pre­scrib­ing for my pa­tient, and that queer love-let­ter of his—well, I’m pre­ju­diced against the chap.”

			“I’m not sur­prised at that,” she breathed.

			In­deed, she, Janey Ber­wick her­self, felt strongly pre­ju­diced against Ro­ger Gret­orex.

		
	
		
			IX

			Ro­ger Gret­orex had gone back to his con­sult­ing-room after a long morn­ing’s round. He loved his work, yet today his heart was not in it, for he was ex­traordin­ar­ily ex­cited, and moved as he had nev­er be­fore felt moved in his twenty-eight years of life.

			He had come up early from Sus­sex by a work­man’s train, and had found wait­ing for him an un­dated and un­signed note in Ivy Lex­ton’s hand­writ­ing:

			
				I’m not quite sure if you are in Lon­don; but I know you will be very sorry to hear that Jer­vis died sud­denly last night.

				I hardly know what I am do­ing—the shock has been so great. Nurse says his heart must have giv­en way. I would rather not see any­body for a little while.

			

			Now that his morn­ing’s work was over, he was free to com­mune with his own thoughts, and to dwell on what the fu­ture now held for him—a life­time of bliss with the wo­man whom he wor­shipped, and who had giv­en him the greatest proof of her love a wo­man can give a man.

			His cher­ished darling was free—free to be­come, after a de­cent in­ter­val had elapsed, his ad­ored, hon­oured wife in the face of the world! He thanked God that he had nev­er let his moth­er know the truth con­cern­ing their past re­la­tions. He thanked God again that the only time the two had met had been in those early days when he and Ivy had just been friends, and when he, at any rate, had thought that so they would re­main.

			True, his moth­er was far too clev­er, too de­voted to him, her only child, not to guess, even then, that he was in love with Ivy. She had even ven­tured to say a word to him as to the danger of too close a friend­ship with a mar­ried wo­man. And he had bit­terly re­sen­ted it. He re­membered her words, and his an­swer, “You’re wrong, moth­er. Ivy Lex­ton is the best and purest wo­man I have ever known!”

			No won­der that, as he had gone in and out of the poor dwell­ings of his pa­tients this morn­ing, he had asked him­self, again and again, how long it would be be­fore he and Ivy could de­clare their love?

			He re­membered a war wid­ow in their neigh­bour­hood who had mar­ried again with­in four months of her hus­band’s be­ing killed. Still, the world is very dif­fer­ent in peace­time from what it is in war­time. All he would have to con­sider would be his own moth­er’s sense of what was right and fit­ting.

			Ivy’s friends? His sens­it­ive lips curled in dis­dain. They would scarcely be sur­prised if she re­mar­ried a week after her hus­band’s death!

			Then, sud­denly, there came over him a feel­ing which, to such a man as Ro­ger Gret­orex, was pain­fully like shame.

			Jer­vis Lex­ton had been some­thing of a wastrel and all of a fool, but the young man had also been, ac­cord­ing to his lights, a good hus­band. It was not Jer­vis’s fault that Ivy had nev­er loved him. Her heart­less, money-lov­ing moth­er had forced her in­to the mar­riage when she was al­most a child. Such was the story she had told Gret­orex, and that story he im­pli­citly be­lieved.

			He told him­self that the only de­cent thing to do, now, would be to write her a short note of re­gret and sym­pathy, as cold and col­our­less as hers had been.

			How he longed, how he ached, to see her! But it was clear she wished to see no one, not even him, the one closest to her, yet.

			The long morn­ing of pent-up emo­tion, and of really hard work, had tired him out—made him feel, too, sud­denly very hungry. He got up and took his hat off the peg on the door, in­tend­ing to snatch a hasty meal at a res­taur­ant in Vic­tor­ia Street hard by.

			Then, just as he was turn­ing to­wards the door, the tele­phone bell rang. With a feel­ing of ir­rit­a­tion he took up the re­ceiv­er.

			“Yes?” he called out im­pa­tiently.

			And then there came over him a thrill of in­tense joy, for the voice which said in a trem­u­lous tone, “Is that you, darling?” was Ivy Lex­ton’s voice.

			She had not called him “darling” once, since her re­turn to Lon­don, and that though he knew she of­ten used the en­dear­ing term, even to the pet dogs of her wo­men friends.

			“Of course it is,” he answered ten­derly. “How are you, dearest? A little less tired and”—he forced him­self to add the word—“un­happy?”

			And then he heard her voice again; but now it was full of a kind of cold ur­gency.

			“I’ve some­thing so dread­fully im­port­ant to say to you—are you alone in the house?”

			“Ab­so­lutely alone,” he called back re­as­sur­ingly.

			He did not count Mrs. Hunt­ley, the old wo­man who lived a door or two off, and who “did” for him, as any­body.

			“Please don’t say my name, and I won’t say yours. Tele­phones are tapped some­times, and I’m so—so frightened,” came the whispered words.

			There fol­lowed a long pause, and Gret­orex sud­denly felt filled with an un­reas­on­ing sen­sa­tion of acute ap­pre­hen­sion. There had been that in Ivy’s trem­u­lous tones which he had nev­er heard there be­fore—a note of hor­rible fear.

			“Are you listen­ing?” came at last the be­loved voice, sound­ing now start­lingly near.

			“I can hear you per­fectly.”

			“Some­thing so dread­ful has happened! I don’t know how to tell you. It’s so—so strange. You’d nev­er guess what it was!”

			He tried to curb his anxi­ety, his sus­pense, his im­pa­tience.

			“What is it that has happened?” he asked quietly.

			Again there fol­lowed a long un­nat­ur­al pause. Then, at last, Ivy Lex­ton breathed the words:

			“The doc­tors found out yes­ter­day that poor—you know who I mean—did not die what they call a nat­ur­al death.”

			“Not a nat­ur­al death?” he re­peated in a tone of amazement. “What do you mean, darling?”

			“They say he died of some kind of pois­on.”

			“Pois­on! D’you mean he com­mit­ted sui­cide?” he asked in­cred­u­lously.

			“Oh, no, they don’t think that.”

			Then, in a tone of great re­lief, she ad­ded: “But I sup­pose he may have done so.”

			Gret­orex felt not only ex­ceed­ingly sur­prised, but in­ex­press­ibly shocked as well.

			“I should be very loth to be­lieve that,” he said at last.

			“What I really want to tell you is that a dread­ful man has been to see me this morn­ing. He’s only been gone about half an hour. I was afraid to tele­phone from my own—” She waited a mo­ment, then uttered the word “house.” “I’m speak­ing from a call of­fice.”

			“What did the man say? Who was he?” he asked.

			“He had to do with the po­lice and he said he was go­ing to see you as soon as he’d had some­thing to eat. I said you gen­er­ally went to your club to lunch, and that you wouldn’t be back be­fore three.”

			“Why should he want to see me?” Gret­orex said won­der­ingly.

			“He seemed to know so much about you. So much”—her voice sank—“about us. He asked me such funny ques­tions, darling. Of course I told him—I told him,” her voice faltered, “that you were just a great friend of mine and of—you know of whom?”

			“So I am. So I was—”

			But Ro­ger Gret­orex was no fool, and his whole be­ing had be­come flooded, these last few mo­ments, with an aw­ful sen­sa­tion of dis­may and fore­bod­ing.

			“Tell me ex­actly what it was this man asked you, and what you said to him, my pet?”

			He tried to make his voice sound con­fid­ent and re­as­sur­ing.

			“I can’t tell you everything over the tele­phone. It would take too long. He wasn’t really dis­agree­able. In fact, we ended up quite good friends. But he said it was his duty to find out the truth, as that hor­rible man—you know whom I mean?”

			“No,” he called back rather sharply, “I have no idea whom you mean! Can’t you speak plainly, darling? No one is in the least likely to be listen­ing over the wire.”

			And then she breathed the one name that she did breathe dur­ing that strange, to Gret­orex that ter­rible and omin­ous, tele­phone con­ver­sa­tion.

			“I mean Dr. Ber­wick, of course. He told them, I sup­pose, about you.”

			“Who do you mean by ‘them’?”

			“The people at Scot­land Yard.”

			“But what could Dr. Ber­wick tell any­body about me?”

			“That you used to come to the flat—that we were friends.”

			And then, in an im­plor­ing voice that was scarcely aud­ible, she mur­mured:

			“You won’t give me away, dear? You will nev­er let any­one know that—”

			In­ter­rupt­ing her he ex­claimed, “There’s noth­ing to give away! You and I have only been friends—noth­ing more.”

			He felt a thrill of re­lief when she said, in a more nat­ur­al tone:

			“That’s ex­actly what I said. I mean that’s what I told the man who came from Scot­land Yard. I think he did be­lieve me at last, but—”

			“Yes?” asked Gret­orex anxiously. “But what, my dear?”

			“I was silly enough to let out that you had been rather fond of me, in a sort of a way.”

			“I’m sorry you did that. I’m afraid that was a mis­take. I mean—”

			“I know what you mean! The mo­ment I’d said it I saw what a mis­take I’d made! But he spoke as if he already knew such a lot, or at any rate, some part of it.”

			He said pa­tiently, “What part of it?”

			“That even if I didn’t care for you, you had been very fond of me.”

			“I don’t see that our private af­fairs are any­one’s busi­ness but our own,” he said sav­agely.

			She answered des­pair­ingly, “Neither do I. But there it is! I know he’ll talk about me to you.”

			Gret­orex felt as if he were liv­ing through a hideous night­mare. What could, what did, all that Ivy had said, and was say­ing, mean?

			“There’s some­thing else I must tell you and warn you about, be­fore I ring off. The man ac­tu­ally asked me, darling, if I’d ever been to see you—I mean alone. Of course I said no, that I had nev­er been alone to see you. Why should I? But I did tell him about the time I came to tea with Rose Ar­undell, when Cap­tain Chichester came too. The man from Scot­land Yard is sure to ask you about that—at least I’m afraid so.”

			“About my tea-party? Why should he?”

			“No, no,” she cried shrilly.

			Then, in a low tone, she uttered the words, “He’ll cer­tainly ask you wheth­er I ever came to see you alone, at Ferry Place. Don’t you un­der­stand?”

			“I hear what you say. But every­one we know is aware that we’ve been great friends. There’s no mys­tery about it.”

			“That’s what I said. And also that you were so fond of—you know who, and he so fond of you.”

			To that Gret­orex made no an­swer. In a sense it was true that poor Jer­vis Lex­ton had be­come quite fond of him, and that this was so had made him feel wretched and ashamed.

			“For­give me for hav­ing wor­ried you, dear—”

			There was some­thing—he would not even to him­self use the words—cringing, even ab­ject, in the tone in which she uttered that poor little sen­tence.

			He answered at once, “You could nev­er worry me, my darling! I can’t help think­ing there’s some queer, spite­ful en­emy of yours, some cruel wo­man, be­hind all this?”

			She cried hys­ter­ic­ally, “It’s a spite­ful, cruel man! It’s Dr. Ber­wick—I know it is!”

			“But why d’you think that, darling?”

			Gret­orex waited a mo­ment, then asked in al­most a whis­per, “Was he fond of you? Did he make love to you?”

			She was so long in an­swer­ing his ques­tion that, for a mo­ment, he thought they had been cut off. Then he heard the muffled reply, “Not ex­actly, though of course he liked me. But—but he hated you! I do know that.”

			“I see,” and he thought that he did.

			“Dr. Ber­wick wouldn’t sign some kind of a cer­ti­fic­ate which nurse says a doc­tor al­ways has to sign when a per­son dies,” she went on. “You know what I mean?”

			“Yes.”

			“That’s why they had what is called a post­mortem, and found out my poor sweet had been—” her voice faltered.

			It was, even now, like a blow between the eyes for Gret­orex to hear Ivy call Jer­vis “my poor sweet.”

			Again she waited a while then he heard her whispered, agit­ated, half-ques­tion:

			“I do so won­der what that man will say to you? I feel so hor­ribly nervous.”

			He said im­pa­tiently, “I don’t sup­pose he’ll say much. But of course it’s the busi­ness of the po­lice to get in touch with every­one who can throw even a little light on a mys­ter­i­ous death.”

			“You’ll be very, very care­ful?”

			For the mo­ment he could not think what she meant.

			Then, with a pain­ful feel­ing of self-re­buke and fear, he hastened to re­as­sure her, “Of course I will! Not that there’s any­thing to be care­ful about.”

			“I must go home now,” and he heard her blow him a kiss.

			She hadn’t done that for—it seemed an etern­ity to him.

			He hung up the re­ceiv­er, went across to his writ­ing-table, and sat down. He must think hard, and pre­pare some sort of story. But even now he could not ima­gine why his name, his per­son­al­ity, were be­ing brought in­to this mys­ter­i­ous af­fair of Jer­vis Lex­ton’s sud­den death.

			Jer­vis Lex­ton’s death caused by pois­on? And the po­lice already mak­ing in­quir­ies? The whole story soun­ded in­cred­ible to Ro­ger Gret­orex. He told him­self that of course some ex­traordin­ary mis­take had been made. But whose mis­take?

			His mind turned at last to Dr. Ber­wick. He had only seen the man once—and a damned of­fens­ive fel­low he had seemed to be! So much did Gret­orex re­mem­ber. But Ber­wick was more than that—he was a black­guard who had made love to a pa­tient’s wife.

			Poor little Ivy! Poor pre­cious little love! No won­der she had been frightened, made quite un­like her gay, brave self, by the or­deal she had just gone through. How he longed to go and seize her in his arms, to bear her away to some place where they could be just them­selves—lov­ers!

			The thought of a crowded res­taur­ant was in­tol­er­able. He no longer felt hungry. Be­sides, the man, he sup­posed him to be a de­tect­ive, men­tioned by Ivy, would soon be here.

			All at once he heard the sounds made by a broom in the pas­sage out­side.

			He opened the door. “Will you come in here for a mo­ment, Mrs. Hunt­ley?”

			The old wo­man shuffled in­to the room, and he looked at her fix­edly.

			“I feel very tired today—too tired to go out.”

			Tak­ing a two-shil­ling piece out of his pock­et, he handed it to her: “Will you get me some pressed beef or ham? I sup­pose there’s bread and but­ter in the house? I’m ashamed to both­er you, for I know you’re in a hurry to get home.”

			Said Mrs. Hunt­ley, with a rather pathet­ic laugh, “I’d do a good bit more than that for you, doc­tor! Why, I’d go to any trouble for you.”

			“Mrs. Hunt­ley?”

			He moved a little near­er to the old wo­man.

			“You’ve just said that you’d go to any trouble for me—”

			“Ay, and so I would! I’ll nev­er for­get how good you were to that poor daugh­ter of mine. Why, it’s thanks to you that she died easy. I’m not likely to for­get that, how­ever long I may live.”

			“The time has come when you can do some­thing—some­thing very im­port­ant—for me,” he said, won­der­ing if he were be­ing wise or fool­ish.

			“Can I, sir? You’ve only got to say what it is. I don’t mind no trouble.”

			“I re­gard you,” he said slowly, “as a very su­per­i­or per­son, as well as a very trust­worthy one, Mrs. Hunt­ley.”

			She grew red with pleas­ure at his kind, flat­ter­ing words, and, troubled as he was, Gret­orex’s heart went out to her.

			“All I want you to do,” he went on, “is to hold your tongue on my be­half. The time may come when you will be asked what sort of vis­it­ors I have re­ceived since I came to live here. You may be ques­tioned as to wheth­er any ladies ever came to see me—”

			He waited a mo­ment, feel­ing acutely un­com­fort­able at hav­ing to ask the old wo­man to lie for him.

			“You will be do­ing me a great ser­vice, Mrs. Hunt­ley, if you will an­swer that no friends ever come to see me un­less they have an ap­point­ment. Also that, to the best of your be­lief, the only time you have ever seen any lady here was when I gave a tea-party some time ago. Do I make my­self quite clear?”

			“Yes, sir, quite clear.”

			“And have I your prom­ise?”

			“Yes, sir, you have my prom­ise.”

			He took her withered, work-worn hand in his.

			“I’m very grate­ful to you. This may mean more to me than you will ever know.”

			“I’ll go and get the things for your lunch, sir.”

			She shut the door be­hind her, and a mo­ment later, as he saw her pass the win­dow, a hot tide of hu­mi­li­ation seemed to over­whelm him. He had seen, by the ex­pres­sion on her face, that everything there was to know, she knew.

			As for Mrs. Hunt­ley, she felt quite sure that Dr. Gret­orex, who, though she knew him to be far from well off, had spared neither time nor money in his care of her dy­ing daugh­ter, was about to fig­ure as a corespond­ent in a di­vorce case.

			Well, in so far as she could help him, she’d do any­thing. Lie for him? Of course she would! Where’s the good of caring for a per­son if you’re not will­ing to do any­thing for him or her? Such was Mrs. Hunt­ley’s simple philo­sophy of life. She was a good hater as well as a good lov­er. In her fash­ion she loved Gret­orex, but she hated Ivy Lex­ton.

			Those who are called “the poor” are sel­dom de­ceived in a man’s or a wo­man’s real nature and char­ac­ter. They are too close up against the hard real­it­ies of life to make many mis­takes. It re­quires no touch­stone to teach them the dif­fer­ence between dross and gold.

			

			About three o’clock the tele­phone bell rang again.

			Gret­orex hoped for a mo­ment to hear Ivy’s voice again, but it was a man who asked, “Can I speak to Dr. Ro­ger Gret­orex?”

			“My name is Ro­ger Gret­orex.”

			“I have a mat­ter of busi­ness to dis­cuss with you, Dr. Gret­orex; and I’m tele­phon­ing to know if I may come along now, as you are in?”

			“Pray do so. But may I ask your name? And would you mind telling me your busi­ness?” he called back.

			“My name is Or­p­ing­ton. As to my busi­ness, it would take too long to ex­plain. But I will be with you in a very few minutes.”

			Mech­an­ic­ally Gret­orex began to tidy his con­sult­ing-room. For the first time in his life he felt hor­ribly afraid, he knew not of what, but that made his dread of the com­ing in­quis­i­tion all the sharp­er, the fuller of sus­pense.

			His moth­er had man­aged to keep one con­ser­vat­ory go­ing, and though he had giv­en away a good many of the flowers he had brought up with him this morn­ing, there was still a lovely nose­gay on his writ­ing-table. And the sight of these fra­grant blos­soms re­called poignantly to her son’s mind the wo­man who had gathered them for him. Was he go­ing to bring sor­row, and what to her would be worse than sor­row—shame—on her hon­oured name?

		
	
		
			X

			As In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton, of the Crim­in­al In­vest­ig­a­tion De­part­ment, Scot­land Yard, entered dusty, poverty-stricken Ferry Place, he made up his mind that he would be, so far as was pos­sible in the cir­cum­stances, frank with the man he was on his way to see with re­gard to Jer­vis Lex­ton’s death.

			Like many an Eng­lish­man of his type, he had his own clear, if un­ex­pressed, philo­sophy of life. He pre­ferred the straight to the tor­tu­ous way, and that, it may in­cid­ent­ally be ob­served, is true of all the really suc­cess­ful men in his pe­cu­li­ar line of work.

			Such men nat­ur­ally suf­fer from the de­fects of their qual­it­ies. In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton had no be­lief in what he called to him­self the French meth­ods of crim­in­al in­vest­ig­a­tion. For one thing, he was con­vinced, and backed his con­vic­tion from ex­per­i­ence, that in the vast ma­jor­ity of cases there is sel­dom any­thing mys­ter­i­ous, or out of the way, even in the best-planned and most in­tel­li­gent type of crime.

			With re­gard to the case con­cern­ing which he had just been ordered to make cer­tain pre­lim­in­ary in­quir­ies, the story he had been able to piece to­geth­er was even now, from his point of view, a straight­for­ward story of il­li­cit love lead­ing to a cold-blooded and cruel murder. He had already in­ter­viewed the dead man’s two reg­u­lar med­ic­al at­tend­ants, his trained nurse, and last, but by no means least, his tear­ful, hys­ter­ic­al, and sin­gu­larly at­tract­ive young wid­ow.

			Ivy Lex­ton re­mained, in In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton’s mind, the one point of doubt and mys­tery, if in­deed “mys­tery” you could call it, in the af­fair.

			He had found it very dif­fi­cult to make up his mind as to wheth­er Mrs. Lex­ton was en­tirely in­no­cent re­gard­ing the events which had led to Lex­ton’s death. He had de­tec­ted cer­tain flaws in the story she had ap­peared, in spite of her agit­a­tion, so will­ing to tell. But he had been nat­ur­ally im­pressed by the firm con­vic­tion ex­pressed by the two doc­tors who had at­ten­ded Jer­vis Lex­ton. They had both de­clared that their pa­tient’s wife had been not only in­no­cent, but quite un­sus­pi­cious, of the sin­is­ter tragedy which had un­doubtedly been en­acted dur­ing the fort­night which had pre­ceded her hus­band’s death.

			Dr. Ber­wick had said brusquely: “Why, the wo­man was nev­er there! She was out morn­ing, noon, and night. I my­self only saw her three times, each time only for a few minutes, and only once with her hus­band.”

			Or­p­ing­ton had also been struck by the lik­ing both the nurse and the cook showed for Lex­ton’s wid­ow; and that though they both ad­mit­ted she was selfish and pleas­ure-lov­ing.

			But what weighed the scale most of all in fa­vour of Ivy’s com­plete in­no­cence was the fact that the life of Jer­vis Lex­ton had not been in­sured, and that with her hus­band ap­par­ently dis­ap­peared the poor, pretty little wo­man’s only source of in­come.

			Long ex­per­i­ence had con­vinced In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton that there are only two out­stand­ing motives for secret murder—money, and the pas­sion called love. As he con­sidered the story in all its bear­ings, it seemed plain to him that, where­as it had been very much to Ivy Lex­ton’s in­terest to keep her hus­band alive, this young man, Ro­ger Gret­orex, had un­doubtedly had a strong motive for com­passing his death. Mrs. Lex­ton, in the course of the long ex­am­in­a­tion and cross-ex­am­in­a­tion to which she had been sub­mit­ted this morn­ing, had ad­mit­ted, al­beit with a cer­tain re­luct­ance, that Ro­ger Gret­orex not only pas­sion­ately loved her, but had also at vari­ous times pestered her with un­wel­come at­ten­tions.

			

			Every­one in­ter­ested in the de­tec­tion of crime is aware that per­sons ar­res­ted on a charge of murder are al­ways sol­emnly warned that any­thing said by them may be used in evid­ence against them. But prob­ably few people know that the giv­ing of any such warn­ing is left to the dis­cre­tion of the C.I.D. men who are en­gaged in those pre­lim­in­ary in­quir­ies which, in the ma­jor­ity of cases, do end by bring­ing a mur­der­er to justice. Cer­tain rules are laid down for their guid­ance; but even so a great deal is left to the or­der­ing of their own con­sciences, to what each in­di­vidu­al con­siders it fair or un­fair to ask of one who may be ac­tu­ally sus­pec­ted of hav­ing com­mit­ted the crime un­der in­vest­ig­a­tion.

			Or­p­ing­ton’s ob­ject was to get at the truth. It was his con­sidered opin­ion that the guilty are pain­fully alive to their danger, and will go to any length to pro­tect them­selves. In their case the plain­est warn­ing is wasted. As to an in­no­cent wit­ness, he be­lieved the best way to put him or her at ease is to be reas­on­ably frank.

			He felt sure that, in Ro­ger Gret­orex, he would find one both fore­warned and fore­armed. What he de­sired to know, as a res­ult of his com­ing in­ter­view with the young doc­tor, was how far Mrs. Lex­ton had told the truth as to her re­la­tions with the man who, ow­ing to his pas­sion for her­self, had al­most cer­tainly poisoned her hus­band.

			Slowly he walked, with the ser­geant he had brought with him, down the now deser­ted, air­less little street. What a con­trast to the broad av­en­ue in which stood the fine block of flats known as Duke of Kent Man­sion! It was dif­fi­cult to be­lieve that the wo­man with whom he had spent over an hour this morn­ing, in the shad­owed draw­ing-room where everything spelt not only com­fort, but af­flu­ence and lux­ury, could have been on terms of close in­tim­acy with a man who lived in Ferry Place.

			Be­fore he had time to ring the bell, the nar­row front door of the tiny two-stor­ied house opened, and the per­son he had come to see and, he felt sure, to con­vict of the most hideous and cruel form of murder known to civ­il­ised man, stood be­fore him.

			What a fine young chap! And what a haughty, sombre, de­fi­ant coun­ten­ance!

			Yet the voice in which Gret­orex uttered the com­mon­place words, “Will you come in?” was a deep, pleas­ant, cul­tiv­ated voice.

			The doc­tor led his two vis­it­ors in­to his con­sult­ing-room, a room which, though poorly fur­nished, was yet, as the in­spect­or quickly noted, that of a man ac­cus­tomed to the amen­it­ies of life. For one thing he no­ticed the lovely bunch of fra­grant hot­house flowers stand­ing in a glass on the writ­ing-table. He felt what he very sel­dom did feel—sur­prised.

			As the three men sat down, Gret­orex full in what light came in through his one win­dow, the in­spect­or ob­served:

			“My name, doc­tor, as I told you over the tele­phone, is Or­p­ing­ton, and I am at­tached to the Crim­in­al In­vest­ig­a­tion De­part­ment of Scot­land Yard. I have come to ask you cer­tain ques­tions con­cern­ing the death of a gen­tle­man who was at one time, I un­der­stand, a pa­tient of yours.”

			“If you will tell me his name, I will look up his case,” said Gret­orex quickly.

			“His name was Jer­vis Lex­ton, and his death took place last Tues­day in Flat 9 of Duke of Kent Man­sion, Kens­ing­ton.”

			“Jer­vis Lex­ton was nev­er a pa­tient of mine,” the young man answered firmly; and then he hes­it­ated, and fi­nally ad­ded, “He was a friend—I sup­pose I might even say a great friend.”

			“Are you already aware of the cir­cum­stances con­cern­ing Mr. Jer­vis Lex­ton’s death, Dr. Gret­orex?”

			And then Ro­ger Gret­orex told the first of the lies he felt it in­cum­bent on him to tell dur­ing this, to him, ter­rible in­ter­view.

			“I’ve been in the coun­try for nearly a week, and I only learnt on my re­turn here, this morn­ing, of Mr. Lex­ton’s death. I am as yet un­aware of the cir­cum­stances to which I pre­sume I owe your vis­it.”

			He waited a mo­ment, then told the in­spect­or what was in­deed the truth:

			“I was ex­ceed­ingly sur­prised to learn of his death, for I had seen him just be­fore leav­ing town. Though I thought him far less well than the last time I had been with him, there was noth­ing to in­dic­ate the ser­i­ous­ness of his con­di­tion.”

			“Yet you told the nurse that you were dis­mayed by the charge in his ap­pear­ance?”

			“I daresay I did. She thought him dis­tinctly bet­ter, I do re­mem­ber that, and I dis­agreed with her.”

			“You did not ask to see Mr. Lex­ton, Dr. Gret­orex. The nurse tells me your call was on Mrs. Lex­ton. As that lady was out, Nurse Brad­field, I un­der­stand, sug­ges­ted you should see her pa­tient, as she thought it would cheer him up.”

			“That is so, and I was not with him for more than ten minutes.”

			“You were, I think, alone with him dur­ing that time?”

			“Yes, I was.”

			“You went down to the coun­try im­me­di­ately after see­ing him?”

			“Yes. I went to my home in the coun­try the same af­ter­noon, and, as I told you just now, I only came back this morn­ing.”

			“Mr. Jer­vis Lex­ton died dur­ing the even­ing of the day you saw him—that is, on Tues­day, the 16th of Novem­ber. His reg­u­lar med­ic­al at­tend­ant, Dr. Ber­wick, was not sat­is­fied as to the cause of death. A post­mortem was held on the Thursday, and re­vealed the fact that Lex­ton’s death was due to a large dose of ar­sen­ic ad­min­istered some hours be­fore death. Ac­cord­ing to Nurse Brad­field, you, Dr. Gret­orex, were the last per­son, apart from her­self and, I be­lieve, the cook, who saw him alive. That is why I am here.”

			Gret­orex stared at the speak­er in si­lence; and, gradu­ally, all the col­our ebbed from his face.

			In spite of him­self the in­spect­or felt sorry for the young man. He told him­self that Ro­ger Gret­orex evid­ently saw the game was up. Still, the doc­tor looked the sort of chap who would put up a fight for it.

			In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton made an al­most im­per­cept­ible sign to the ser­geant he had brought with him, and the man at once quietly left the room.

			Or­p­ing­ton got up and looked out of the win­dow un­til he saw his ser­geant in the street out­side. Then he turned and said to Gret­orex:

			“I sent my ser­geant out of the room, doc­tor, be­cause I am ob­liged now to ask you a ques­tion which I thought you would prefer to have put to you privately. You were, I un­der­stand, a friend of Mrs. Lex­ton’s as well as a friend of her hus­band?”

			“I was on terms of friend­ship with them both,” and his face turned deeply red.

			“But you saw much more of Mrs. Lex­ton than you did of her hus­band?”

			This was a bow drawn at a ven­ture, and it brought down the quarry.

			“I some­times es­cor­ted Mrs. Lex­ton to a pic­ture gal­lery, and now and again we went to a theatre to­geth­er. But—” he waited a mo­ment, and the col­our ebbed from his face. Though what he was go­ing to say was true, he hated say­ing it—“Mr. and Mrs. Lex­ton al­ways seemed on the best of terms to­geth­er.”

			“So I un­der­stand. But I am not seek­ing in­form­a­tion as to the re­la­tions of Mr. and Mrs. Lex­ton. What I wish to sug­gest, without of­fence, is that you, Dr. Gret­orex, would have liked to have been on closer terms of friend­ship with Mrs. Lex­ton than she thought it right to al­low? I will be frank with you—Mrs. Lex­ton has ad­mit­ted as much.”

			A burn­ing flush again rose to Gret­orex’s dark face. Poor Ivy! Poor, fool­ish little darling! He did not feel the slight­est feel­ing of an­ger with her. He only felt a chok­ing sen­sa­tion of dis­may. Whatever had pos­sessed her to say such a thing?

			He answered, speak­ing quietly, pas­sion­lessly, “Mrs. Lex­ton is a very at­tract­ive wo­man, and a beau­ti­ful wo­man. It is dif­fi­cult to be with her without feel­ing in­clined to—well—” and as he hes­it­ated, the older man smiled.

			“To make love to her? I ab­so­lutely agree, Dr. Gret­orex. Though she was nat­ur­ally very much up­set when I saw her this morn­ing, I thought Mrs. Lex­ton one of the most en­ga­ging, as well as one of the best-look­ing, young ladies I had ever come across.”

			Poor Gret­orex! He would have liked to have struck In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton across the face, and yet his own words had called up the look that had so grossly of­fen­ded him on the oth­er’s coun­ten­ance, and had also pro­voked his re­mark.

			“Do you ad­mit, Dr. Gret­orex, that you were very much at­trac­ted to this lady?”

			“You put me in a dif­fi­cult po­s­i­tion; but I ad­mit that per­haps I did say one or two fool­ish things to her.”

			He was won­der­ing, with a feel­ing of ag­on­ising anxi­ety, wheth­er Ivy had kept his let­ters.

			“Did Mrs. Lex­ton ever by chance come here, to 6 Ferry Place?”

			“She came to tea on one oc­ca­sion, but not alone, of course. A friend of hers, a wid­ow called Mrs. Ar­undell, and a man friend of Mrs. Ar­undell’s, came with her.”

			And then Ro­ger Gret­orex leant for­ward:

			“I do hope that you will be­lieve me when I tell you that any—well, feel­ing of at­trac­tion, was en­tirely on my side. When I did, I ad­mit very fool­ishly, once try to tell her—”

			He stopped, and the oth­er in­ter­jec­ted, not un­kindly, “How much she at­trac­ted you?”

			Gret­orex nod­ded, and then he gasped out the ly­ing words—“She made me feel at once she was not that kind of wo­man.”

			“I sup­pose,” said the in­spect­or with a twinkle in his eyes, “that Mrs. Lex­ton used that very ex­pres­sion.”

			Gret­orex tried to smile back.

			“Well, yes, I be­lieve she did. It happened a long time ago, in fact when I first made the Lex­tons’ ac­quaint­ance.”

			Now this ob­ser­va­tion gave the dir­ect lie to Ivy Lex­ton’s state­ment, which Or­p­ing­ton hon­estly be­lieved had been ex­trac­ted from her against her will.

			“I sup­pose that you can sug­gest no reas­on why this man, Jer­vis Lex­ton, should have wished to take his own life?”

			“No, none at all. He had just ob­tained an ex­cel­lent job.”

			“You can throw no light either, I pre­sume, as to how the ar­sen­ic which un­doubtedly caused his death can have been ad­min­istered to him?”

			“Not only can I throw no light on it, but I find it al­most im­possible to be­lieve what my reas­on tells me is true—your as­ser­tion that his death was dir­ectly due to the ad­min­is­tra­tion of ar­sen­ic.”

			The speak­er’s voice was strong, as­sured. At last he was on firm ground.

			“I take it there is a sur­gery at­tached to this house, and that you make up your own medi­cines?”

			The in­spect­or asked that vi­tal ques­tion in a very quiet tone, but Gret­orex real­ised its pur­port as he answered, “I do—for the most part.”

			“I should like to see the sur­gery.”

			“By all means.”

			Ro­ger Gret­orex got up. Then he placed his back against the door.

			In­stantly In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton, though he was a brave man, and had been in more than one very tight corner, felt a cold tremor run through him. Was this fine-look­ing young chap go­ing to whip out a re­volver and kill, not only him­self, but also the man whose un­pleas­ant duty it had been to show him that the game he had been so mad as to play was up?

			But he need not have been afraid.

			“Look here! Be­fore I take you in­to my sur­gery, where you will find a jar of ar­sen­ic as likely as not on an open shelf—for I am a care­less chap, and no one has ac­cess to the place but my­self and my old char­wo­man—I want to say some­thing to you. I don’t sup­pose you will be­lieve me, but I wish to tell you, here and now, that I have no more idea of how poor Lex­ton got at the ar­sen­ic which caused his death—if it did cause it—than you have, and that the one thing of which I am quite sure is that it did not come out of my sur­gery.”

		
	
		
			XI

			In­stead of do­ing what he ought to have done—that is, to have sought at once the best leg­al aid in his power—Ro­ger Gret­orex made up his mind to go back to Sus­sex, if only for a few hours.

			Ivy’s words of ag­on­ised fear now found an echo in his own heart. His moth­er must hear the very few and simple facts con­cern­ing Jer­vis Lex­ton’s death from him­self.

			On his way to the sta­tion he saw two news­pa­per plac­ards, and he felt as if it was at him that they shouted the omin­ous words:

			
				Kens­ing­ton

				Pois­on­ing

				Mys­tery.

			

			
				Well-Known

				Club­man

				Poisoned.

			

			He bought an even­ing pa­per in the sta­tion, and then, when he un­fol­ded it, he felt a sharp stab of an­ger and dis­gust. In the centre of the front page was a charm­ing por­trait of Ivy—Ivy look­ing her sweetest and most se­duct­ive self. Above and be­low the pho­to­graph was prin­ted a series of para­graphs deal­ing with the joy­ous life the young couple had led in the care­free ex­ist­ence which centres round the idler mem­bers of the fash­ion­able nightclubs. It was also stated that, on the very night of Mr. Lex­ton’s un­ex­pec­ted death, Mrs. Lex­ton was sup­ping at the Sa­voy with “a smart theatre-party.”

			In the grate­ful dark­ness of a late Novem­ber af­ter­noon, Ro­ger Gret­orex walked the two miles which sep­ar­ated the little sta­tion from An­chor­ford, the vil­lage which he still felt part of the very warp and woof of his life, though he owned prac­tic­ally no land there. All that his fath­er had been able to keep was the man­or house, and the little por­tion of the park which had sur­roun­ded the dwell­ing-house of the own­ers of An­chor­ford from the days of Domes­day Book.

			Now and again Gret­orex, as he hur­ried through the nar­row lanes, would tell him­self that the in­ex­plic­able mys­tery at­tach­ing to Jer­vis Lex­ton’s death by pois­on was bound to be cleared up, and prob­ably in some quite simple way—a way that he him­self was now too ex­cited and too anxious to think out for him­self.

			Then there would come a sud­den sen­sa­tion of doubt, of des­pond­ency. Like Ivy, but with far more cause, Ro­ger Gret­orex began to feel as if a net were clos­ing round him.

			At last he turned in­to the long av­en­ue which led to An­chor­ford House, and his heart leapt when he saw the long Eliza­beth­an front, now bright with twink­ling lights.

			He rang the front door bell, and then he schooled him­self to wait pa­tiently for old Bolton, who, once his fath­er’s head groom, now ac­ted as gen­er­al factot­um and odd-job man.

			But when, all at once, the door opened, it was his moth­er, tall, up­right, grey-haired, who stood there, her face full of eager wel­come.

			“I knew it was you, my dearest! I don’t be­lieve in presen­ti­ments, but I have been think­ing of you all today, even more than usu­al.”

			His face gave no an­swer­ing smile. He looked very grave, and yet how young he seemed to her, stand­ing there; how strong, how finely drawn and carved, was his now ser­i­ous face!

			“I wish you’d wired, Ro­ger. En­id was com­ing in to late sup­per; but I’ll put her off—”

			“You needn’t do that, moth­er. It’s true I’ve come down to tell you of some­thing rather un­pleas­ant that’s just happened to me. But the telling of it won’t take long. Please don’t put off En­id. In fact I shall be glad to see her, and I may have to go back to town by the last train.”

			He fol­lowed her across the wide hall which formed the centre of the old house, and so in­to a lobby which led to the charm­ing sit­ting-room which had al­ways been as­so­ci­ated in his mind with his moth­er. They both sat down there. But he waited a mo­ment be­fore he began his story and then in the telling of it he chose his words with pain­ful care.

			“A very odd thing has happened, moth­er, and I felt I should like to tell you about it at once.”

			“What is it that has happened, Ro­ger?”

			As he said noth­ing, she went on quietly, in a mat­ter-of-fact tone: “Whatever it is, I know quite well that you have not been to blame in any way.”

			“Well, no, I don’t think I have been to blame. And yet, well, moth­er, I’ve not been—” and then he stopped dead.

			For the first time in his life he felt afraid. The ex­traordin­ary story he had come to tell sud­denly took on gi­gant­ic pro­por­tions. Un­til today, though he had felt dis­com­fort, and some­thing akin to shame, some­times, when with Jer­vis Lex­ton, Ro­ger Gret­orex and Fear had nev­er met.

			“You re­mem­ber,” he said at last, “my friend Ivy Lex­ton? She came down here for a week­end last winter.”

			“I re­mem­ber Mrs. Lex­ton very well,” answered Mrs. Gret­orex in a tone of stu­di­ous de­tach­ment.

			As her son had uttered the name of the wo­man he called his friend, a feel­ing of fear coupled with a sen­sa­tion of pain­ful jeal­ousy filled the moth­er’s heart. Re­mem­ber the beau­ti­ful wo­man she had in­stantly known, without his telling her so, that Ro­ger loved? There had scarcely been a day in the last few months when she had not re­membered, with a sen­sa­tion of dis­com­fort, lovely Ivy Lex­ton.

			“Jer­vis Lex­ton, Ivy’s hus­band, fell ill about three weeks ago—”

			And then again Gret­orex felt as if he could not go on.

			“What has happened is put as clearly, here, as any­thing I can tell you!” he ex­claimed at last, and he handed her the even­ing pa­per con­tain­ing Ivy’s pho­to­graph.

			She took the pa­per from his hand, and she was in such haste to see what it was that her son did not dare to tell her him­self, that she did not wait to put on her spec­tacles.

			Hold­ing the sheet right un­der her read­ing lamp, she read the omin­ous para­graphs headed “A Kens­ing­ton Pois­on­ing Mys­tery” right through.

			“Well,” she said at last, “and in what way, Ro­ger, does this con­cern you? Were you act­ing as Mr. Lex­ton’s med­ic­al at­tend­ant?”

			He answered at once, “I’m glad to say I was not. In fact I only saw the poor chap twice dur­ing the whole course of his ill­ness. He was be­ing looked after by a very good doc­tor, a man called Ber­wick.”

			She said again, “Then in what way does this hor­rible story con­cern you, my dear?”

			There fol­lowed a long pause, and all at once a cer­tain sus­pi­cion rushed in­to Mrs. Gret­orex’s mind.

			“Is it pos­sible,” she said at last, in a very low voice, “that your friend Mrs. Lex­ton is sus­pec­ted of hav­ing poisoned her hus­band?”

			Ro­ger Gret­orex leapt to his feet.

			“Good God—no, moth­er! Whatever made you think of such a thing?”

			“I don’t know. For­give me, Ro­ger.”

			For the first time in her life she felt that her son was look­ing at her with some­thing like—oh, no, not hatred, but an­ger, furi­ous an­ger, in his blaz­ing eyes.

			He re­peated the cruel ques­tion: “Whatever made such a mon­strous idea come in­to your mind?”

			She faltered, “It was fool­ish of me.”

			“More than fool­ish—and very un­like you, moth­er,” he said harshly.

			Then he moved his chair closer to hers, and stretch­ing out his hand, he took hers.

			“Ivy was the best of wives to Jer­vis Lex­ton,” he said in a low voice. “Lex­ton ran through a large for­tune, and then, in­stead of try­ing to get a job, simply idled about, and lived on his friends. He was a com­plete wastrel.”

			“Then isn’t what the pa­per says true?” she asked in be­wil­der­ment. “I mean about his hav­ing joined the firm of Miles Rush­worth? I thought the Rush­worths were ship­ping mil­lion­aires?”

			“So they are. And it’s quite true that Lex­ton had just got a job in the Rush­worths’ Lon­don of­fice. He was well con­nec­ted, and had a lot of good-natured friends who were al­ways try­ing to get him some­thing to do. How­ever—” and then he quoted the fa­mil­i­ar Lat­in tag con­cern­ing ill words of the dead.

			She gazed across at him. His dark face, now con­vulsed with feel­ing, was partly il­lumined by the lamp which stood on a low table between them.

			“Is it con­ceiv­able, my son—”

			Then she, like him, stopped short, afraid to ut­ter the words she was go­ing to say.

			“Yes, moth­er?”

			His voice had sud­denly be­come list­less. He had dropped her hand, and was ly­ing back in his chair. He was feel­ing spent, worn out.

			“Have you any reas­on to sup­pose, my boy, that you are in danger of be­ing ac­cused of hav­ing poisoned Jer­vis Lex­ton?”

			He straightened him­self, got up, and then gazed down in­to her pale but still calm face, and she saw that he looked, if sur­prised, yet un­ut­ter­ably re­lieved.

			“Yes, moth­er! That is what I came down to tell you. But what made you hit on the truth?”

			Should she tell him the reas­on why that fright­ful thought had come in­to her mind? After a mo­ment of in­de­cision, she de­cided that she ought to do so.

			“Can’t you guess why that fear­ful sus­pi­cion came in­to my mind, Ro­ger?”

			His eyes fell be­fore her sad, steady, ques­tion­ing gaze.

			She went on slowly, “I said a word to you the even­ing of the day you brought Mrs. Lex­ton down here. I sup­pose you didn’t take my ad­vice?”

			“There are cer­tain things about which a man must judge for him­self, moth­er. And with re­gard to my friend­ship for Mrs. Lex­ton I judged for my­self.”

			He sat down again and covered his eyes with his right hand. The words he had just uttered had brought Ivy vividly be­fore him.

			“Now tell me everything, Ro­ger.”

			“There’s very little to tell,” said Gret­orex, rais­ing his head. “I feel sure, quite sure, moth­er, that there’s some per­fectly nat­ur­al ex­plan­a­tion of what now seems so mys­ter­i­ous.”

			“If, as I hope, you have come down to con­sult with me as to what is the best thing to do, then I trust that you will tell me the whole truth. After all, I am your moth­er, my darling.”

			Her voice rose in en­treaty.

			“Whom should you trust, if you do not trust me?”

			He felt very much moved, and, to her sur­prise, he came and knelt down by her.

			She put her arms round him. “Now tell me everything,” she whispered.

			And he did tell her al­most everything. But he did not tell her, and he nev­er told any­one, of his tele­phone talk with Ivy Lex­ton.

			His moth­er was quick to see the flaw in his ap­par­ently frank ac­count of all that had happened that morn­ing.

			“How did you first hear of Mr. Lex­ton’s death?” she asked. “You were there, I note from the date giv­en in this pa­per, on the af­ter­noon of the day he died. You must in fact have gone straight to the sta­tion, from your un­for­tu­nate call on the poor man.”

			“I did, moth­er.”

			“Then how, and when, did you hear of his death, Ro­ger?”

			He got up and went across to the chair where he had been sit­ting.

			“I found a note from Ivy when I ar­rived at Ferry Place this morn­ing. She knew I was away, and she sent me the note to await me on my re­turn. It was writ­ten, evid­ently, some days ago.”

			“I hope you have kept her note.”

			He shook his head. “No, moth­er, I didn’t keep it. There was really noth­ing in it—simply the bare state­ment that Jer­vis Lex­ton was dead. She had had an aw­ful shock, and she said she didn’t want to see any­one.”

			“Then you’ve not seen Mrs. Lex­ton since her hus­band’s death?”

			“No, I have not seen her.”

			There trembled on the poor moth­er’s lips a fur­ther ques­tion—“Or had any fur­ther com­mu­nic­a­tion with her?” But she feared he might be temp­ted to tell her a lie, so she re­frained from ask­ing that, to her, im­port­ant ques­tion.

			In­stead she said, “Though you have not put it in­to words, you feel sure that the man from Scot­land Yard sus­pects you poisoned Jer­vis Lex­ton so that his wife would be free to marry you?”

			“That is cer­tainly what the in­spect­or had in his mind, when he ques­tioned me as to my ac­quaint­ance with her.”

			“For­give me for ask­ing you the ques­tion, Ro­ger. I sup­pose you would marry Mrs. Lex­ton, if you had the chance?”

			He said at once, “I’d give my soul to marry her, moth­er. I love her—love her more, I think, than man ever loved wo­man.”

			She gave him a search­ing look. “Does she love you?”

			He hes­it­ated, pain­fully. “I’ve seen very little of her lately. I know she felt we were not do­ing right in see­ing as much as we were see­ing of each oth­er.”

			And then he sighed, a long, long sigh.

			“Try to love her, moth­er. She is free now, and she is all my life. Please, please try to love her for my sake.”

			“I will, my darling boy.”

			Mrs. Gret­orex was ashamed of the hatred—she ac­know­ledged to her­self that it had been hatred—of Ivy Lex­ton which had filled her heart. She now told her­self that this wo­man whom her boy ad­ored must have some good in her.

			There came the sound of the front door open­ing.

			“Here, I think, is En­id Dent,” ex­claimed Mrs. Gret­orex.

			Ro­ger jumped up from his chair, and went for­ward to meet the girl who, as he knew deep in his heart, loved him.

			Was it be­cause he had known that his moth­er eagerly de­sired him to marry En­id, or was it simply be­cause he knew her too well? Be that as it may, it had only taken three meet­ings with Ivy Lex­ton, the wife of an­oth­er man, to blot En­id out from his heart.

			Today, the most ter­rible day of his life, the sight of her hon­est, thought­ful face brought com­fort. For one thing, it was such an in­fin­ite re­lief to know that in En­id Dent his moth­er would have an en­tirely trust­worthy, de­voted sup­port and stay, dur­ing days which he feared must be anxious and pain­ful days, ter­rible days to re­mem­ber, though he had no doubt at all as to the ul­ti­mate res­ult of any in­quiry in­to the facts sur­round­ing Lex­ton’s death.

			As for En­id Dent, she had loved Ro­ger Gret­orex with a si­lent, un­swerving de­vo­tion since she had first known what love meant. Though he him­self was scarcely aware of it, his whole man­ner had changed dur­ing the last few months, and while this caused her sharp an­guish, which she had suc­cess­fully hid­den from those about her, it had nev­er oc­curred to her, strangely enough, that that al­ter­a­tion had come about be­cause of an­oth­er wo­man.

			Now, gaz­ing from the moth­er to the son, she un­der­stood at once that they were both in deep trouble.

			“I’m afraid I’ve come too soon,” she said.

			“I’m glad you came early, my dear. We’re go­ing to have sup­per in a few minutes, for Ro­ger has to go back to town to­night.”

			Old Bolton hobbled in­to the room.

			“Rosie Holt says you prom­ised to see her some time today, ma’am. She’s in the kit­chen. Shall I show her in­to the draw­ing-room?”

			Mrs. Gret­orex made a great ef­fort over her­self.

			“Yes, please do, Bolton,” she said quietly, “and I’ll come and see her.”

			Ro­ger turned to En­id:

			“I won­der if you’d take a short turn be­fore sup­per? I don’t get nearly enough ex­er­cise in Lon­don.”

			“Of course I will.”

			They went in­to the hall, and she hur­ried on her hat and coat. It was fully a year since she had last taken even a short walk with Ro­ger Gret­orex.

			Once they were in the open air, in the kindly dark­ness, he drew her arm through his.

			“En­id, I want to tell you some­thing.”

			He spoke al­most in a whis­per—as if he were afraid he might be over­heard.

			“Yes, Ro­ger?” and she slightly pressed his arm.

			“I’m in trouble,” he said som­brely; “in great trouble, my dear. What makes it worse is the know­ledge of how un­happy it is go­ing to make my moth­er.”

			And then at once, for though she was young she was no fool—your coun­try-bred girl of­ten knows a great deal more of real life than your town-bred girl—En­id Dent said to her­self that Ro­ger’s trouble was con­nec­ted with a wo­man.

			“Tell me all about it,” she said quietly, and she stiffened her­self to bear a blow.

			“I will tell you all about it. But I’m afraid you will be very much shocked.”

			To that she made no an­swer. No doubt some Lon­don girl was bring­ing a breach of prom­ise ac­tion against Ro­ger. That was the sort of trouble En­id Dent visu­al­ised.

			“Things are nev­er so bad when one talks them over,” she said, and tried to smile in the dark night. “Noth­ing could make me feel any dif­fer­ent to you, Ro­ger. Why, you’re my old­est friend!”

			They were walk­ing away from the house, down a broad path where they had of­ten played when he was a boy of twelve and she a little girl of five.

			“No talk­ing can make any dif­fer­ence to my trouble,” and there came a harsh note in his voice.

			They walked along in si­lence, and then he gently shook him­self free of her arm.

			“I’ve reas­on to be­lieve that in the next few days—”

			He stopped short. The ig­no­miny, the hor­ror of what might be go­ing to hap­pen to him, over­whelmed him.

			“Yes, Ro­ger? What is it that you think is go­ing to hap­pen? Tell me.”

			He would have been sur­prised, in­deed, if she had sud­denly uttered aloud the words that she was say­ing in her heart, “Don’t you see the agony I am in? It’s cruel, cruel to keep me in sus­pense!”

			“I think it pos­sible, per­haps I ought to say likely, that I may be ar­res­ted on a charge of murder, with­in the next few days.” He uttered the dread words quietly enough. “And that though I as­sure you, En­id, that I am ab­so­lutely in­no­cent—”

			She cut across his words, “You needn’t have troubled to tell me that, Ro­ger.”

			“Though I’m ab­so­lutely in­no­cent,” he re­peated, “yet I’m be­gin­ning to real­ise that ap­pear­ances are very much against me. I’ve felt all this af­ter­noon as if I were liv­ing through a fright­ful night­mare, and I’m al­ways ex­pect­ing to wake up and find it was only a dream, after all.”

			En­id knew that this man she loved had a vi­ol­ent tem­per. She sup­posed that he had had the kind of quar­rel with an­oth­er man in which one of the two strikes out.

			“I’ve been won­der­ing, dur­ing the last few minutes, wheth­er you would be able to come up to Lon­don with my moth­er? It would be such a com­fort to know you were with her, if this thing really hap­pens.”

			“Of course I will!” she ex­claimed.

			He went on: “You’ve al­ways been like a daugh­ter to her, haven’t you? And I know that, next to me, she loves you best in the world.”

			“I think she does,” she whispered in a strangled voice, for she was now near to tears. “But a long way after you, Ro­ger.”

			“Well, yes,” he answered, in a mat­ter-of-fact tone; “no doubt a long way after me. But still she loves you dearly, and she trusts you ut­terly, as I do.”

			“I’ll stay with her all through the trouble—if the trouble comes. I prom­ise you that, Ro­ger.”

			“It’s not that I have any doubt as to the out­come. The man whose death is be­ing, I feel sure, put down to my ac­count, al­most cer­tainly com­mit­ted sui­cide. There’s no oth­er solu­tion pos­sible.”

			“Who was the man?” she asked dif­fid­ently.

			“An ac­quaint­ance rather than a friend of mine, called Jer­vis Lex­ton. He fell ill—that I have to ad­mit is a mys­ter­i­ous point about the whole busi­ness—about a fort­night ago. He died, rather sud­denly, last week, on the 16th. A post­mortem re­vealed the cause of death to have been a vir­u­lent pois­on—ar­sen­ic. I saw him alone a few hours be­fore he died, and I have a jar of ar­sen­ic in my sur­gery. There you have the story in a nut­shell.”

			He spoke in an awk­ward, con­strained tone.

			“Are you really go­ing back to­night?” she asked. “Can’t you stay till to­mor­row morn­ing? It would be such a com­fort to Mrs. Gret­orex.”

			“I’m afraid I must go back. You see, I’ve a lot of pa­tients, and it isn’t fair to put all that work on an­oth­er doc­tor.”

			“I see.”

			“I won­der if you and my moth­er can come to town to­mor­row? She’d be wretched, stay­ing on here in sus­pense, wait­ing for news of what, after all, may nev­er hap­pen.”

			They were turn­ing now to­wards the house, and as they emerged from un­der the trees they both no­ticed that the front door was open. Through it a shaft of bright light fell on the stone-paved court­yard, and Gret­orex sud­denly be­came aware that, in the shad­ow, a mo­tor with hooded lights was drawn up.

			“Who can that be at this time of the even­ing?” he said, sur­prised.

			They walked swiftly across the wide lawn, and so on to the stone pave­ment. Then, as they passed through the open door, they heard Mrs. Gret­orex’s voice and the un­fa­mil­i­ar voice of a man in the great hall.

			“I think I hear my son com­ing in. In any case, I as­sure you he won’t be long.”

			Mrs. Gret­orex uttered the words in a mat­ter-of-fact yet anxious tone, as if she feared the per­son she spoke to might not be­lieve her.

			Ro­ger fol­lowed En­id through the lobby which sep­ar­ated the front door from the hall, and then he saw his moth­er stand­ing with a tall, slight man whom Ro­ger knew to be the In­spect­or of Po­lice at Lynchester, the county town hard by. They had met two months back in con­nec­tion with a loc­al poach­ing af­fray.

			“May I speak with you for a few mo­ments in private, Dr. Gret­orex?”

			A look of great re­lief had come over the in­spect­or’s face; he was aware in what high re­gard Mrs. Gret­orex was held through­out the neigh­bour­hood. He had also no­ticed the young lady who had just come in, and knew her for the only daugh­ter of a loc­al ma­gis­trate. So he was anxious to get through the un­pleas­ant busi­ness which had brought him to­night to An­chor­ford Hall, as quietly and quickly as pos­sible.

			“I’m quite at your ser­vice. We’ll go in­to the smoking-room, but—”

			Gret­orex turned right round and began rap­idly walk­ing to­wards the front door.

			As a mat­ter of fact, the door had been left open, and he wished to close it.

			But the in­spect­or be­lieved his law­ful prey in­ten­ded to es­cape in­to the dark­ness, and a hun­dred sus­pi­cious, angry thoughts flashed through his mind.

			What a thing it would be to have to search the downs and woods all this com­ing night! ’Twould be like look­ing for a needle in a stack of hay.

			He strode past Mrs. Gret­orex, and seized Ro­ger with no gentle hand by the col­lar.

			“I’m sur­prised, sir, at your try­ing to get away. I didn’t ex­pect such a thing from you!”

			Gret­orex wrenched him­self free.

			“I don’t know what you mean!” he ex­claimed an­grily.

			“Oh, yes, you do. You were mak­ing for that door.”

			“I was mak­ing for the door to shut it.”

			He was shak­ing with an­ger, and the two glared at each oth­er for a mo­ment in si­lence.

			Then the in­spect­or took a step for­ward, and laid his hand on the young man’s arm.

			“I ar­rest you,” he said, in a voice that was not quite steady, “on the charge of hav­ing murdered Jer­vis Lex­ton on the 16th of this month.”

			Ro­ger Gret­orex stood still. Then he asked:

			“May I speak to my moth­er in private for a mo­ment?”

			“No,” said the in­spect­or quickly. “I can­not al­low you to do that, Dr. Gret­orex. I’m sorry, but from now on you are my pris­on­er.”

			“May I make a state­ment to you now? I sup­pose there is no ob­jec­tion to my telling you that I’m ab­so­lutely in­no­cent?”

			The older man hes­it­ated.

			“I should ad­vise you,” he said, not un­kindly, “to make no state­ment. You are, of course, aware that any­thing you say may be used against you in evid­ence. I need hardly tell you that every fa­cil­ity will be giv­en you to pro­cure leg­al ad­vice.”

			“And what is go­ing to hap­pen to me now?”

			“You will go with me to Lynchester, and you will be kept there in a po­lice cell till you are con­veyed to Lon­don to­mor­row. Once there, as you prob­ably are aware, Dr. Gret­orex, you will be taken to the po­lice sta­tion of the dis­trict where the al­leged murder was com­mit­ted, and in due course you will be charged.”

			Mean­while the in­spect­or was watch­ing his pris­on­er closely. He was re­mem­ber­ing that dur­ing the brief tele­phone con­ver­sa­tion with Scot­land Yard, which had led to his pres­ence here, he had been re­minded how near An­chor­ford was to the sea, and he had been warned that he might find his bird flown.

			What a fool he would look if, after hav­ing ac­tu­ally ar­res­ted him, this man ef­fected even a tem­por­ary es­cape!

			“May I shake hands with my moth­er and—and with my friends?”

			“I will take it on my­self to al­low you to do that, Dr. Gret­orex,” was the cold reply. “Then, I’m afraid, we must be get­ting on.”

			“Won’t you al­low my son to have some sup­per be­fore you take him away?” asked Mrs. Gret­orex. For the first time her voice was not quite steady. “Won’t you both have sup­per here? It’s quite ready.”

			“No, ma’am, I’m afraid I can’t do that. But I prom­ise you your son shall have some­thing to eat, as good as I can get him at this time of night, when we reach Lynchester.”

			The in­spect­or’s voice had be­come kindly, even re­spect­ful, to his pris­on­er’s moth­er. He felt very sorry for her.

			But for Ro­ger Gret­orex he was not at all sorry. He had been giv­en to un­der­stand, quite un­of­fi­cially of course, that there was a mar­ried wo­man in the case, and that she provided a strong enough motive to hang a dozen times over the fine young fel­low now stand­ing by his side.

			“What I would ad­vise you to do, ma’am—ad­vising you as a private per­son, I mean—would be to go up to Lon­don to­mor­row morn­ing, and get in touch with a good so­li­cit­or. Dr. Gret­orex will be al­lowed to see his law­yer alone as much as he can reas­on­ably re­quire. At least that is the usu­al pro­ced­ure.”

			Ro­ger Gret­orex held out his hand. Some­thing seemed to warn him that it would be wiser for him to re­main stand­ing ex­actly where he was stand­ing now. He felt that the in­spect­or was watch­ing him in­tently.

			Mrs. Gret­orex took a step for­ward. She shook hands quietly, un­emo­tion­ally, with her son.

			And then some­thing very un­ex­pec­ted happened—un­ex­pec­ted, that is, by every one of the four people there.

			En­id Dent ap­proached Ro­ger a little tim­idly. Had he not, a few mo­ments ago, called her his friend? When she was close to him, she looked up in­to his face, for he was far taller than she. And then, all at once, he bent for­ward and, put­ting his arms round her, he kissed her good­bye.

		
	
		
			XII

			As Ivy stepped down out of the tele­phone box, after her con­ver­sa­tion with Ro­ger Gret­orex, she felt, though par­tially re­lieved, yet at the same time agit­ated and still ter­ribly frightened. She was, in­deed, so much af­fected that she did not even no­tice the ad­mir­ing glance thrown at her by a man in the next box.

			Her in­ter­view that morn­ing with In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton and his sub­or­din­ate—for he had brought with him a ser­geant—had made her feel sick with fear. True that, after she had answered with ap­par­ent frank­ness the first prob­ing ques­tions put to her, she had felt, as she al­most al­ways did feel with any man with whom life brought her in­to tem­por­ary con­tact, that the in­spect­or was be­gin­ning to like her and to sym­path­ise with her. But, even so, she had ex­per­i­enced this morn­ing what she had nev­er ex­per­i­enced be­fore—not only a sen­sa­tion of ab­ject fear, but also as if she were be­com­ing en­tangled in a hor­rible, close-meshed net.

			Dur­ing a brief vis­it to Par­is, in the old days when she and Jer­vis still had plenty of money to burn, she had gone with a gay party to the Grand Guign­ol. There she had seen ac­ted a ter­ri­fy­ing little play which showed the walls of a room clos­ing in on a man. That was ex­actly how she had felt dur­ing the long ex­am­in­a­tion and cross-ex­am­in­a­tion she had en­dured this morn­ing.

			One of the things that had made her feel so dread­fully frightened was that the two men from Scot­land Yard had not be­gun their in­vest­ig­a­tions by see­ing her, the wid­ow of the dead man. They had first in­ter­viewed Nurse Brad­field, and then the cook.

			While this had been go­ing on, Ivy had waited in the draw­ing-room, sick with ter­ror and sus­pense, won­der­ing what the two wo­men were say­ing about her. At long last, the strangers had come in­to the draw­ing-room, look­ing very grave in­deed.

			And now, as she walked back to Duke of Kent Man­sion, choos­ing in­stinct­ively a round­about way, Ivy kept liv­ing over again that strange, even she had real­ised mo­ment­ous, in­ter­view.

			The in­spect­or had gone straight to the point. When had she, Mrs. Jer­vis Lex­ton her­self, last been in the com­pany of her hus­band be­fore his un­ex­pec­ted death? After an im­per­cept­ible pause, dur­ing which she was won­der­ing fear­fully if Nurse Brad­field had re­membered all that had happened on that sin­is­ter last af­ter­noon, she had answered the ques­tion truth­fully. She said that she had been with Jer­vis after lunch­eon, while the nurse had gone out for a short time.

			When Ivy had made this ad­mis­sion, there had come a look of alert ques­tion­ing on the in­spect­or’s face, for Nurse Brad­field had not men­tioned that fact, which in­deed she had for­got­ten. And then it was, on see­ing the sud­den change of coun­ten­ance on the part of her in­quis­it­or, that Mrs. Jer­vis Lex­ton had gently vo­lun­teered the state­ment that, after she her­self had gone out, the sick man had had an­oth­er vis­it­or that af­ter­noon, a friend of her own and her hus­band’s, a young man named Ro­ger Gret­orex, who was a doc­tor.

			She had al­lowed, and con­sciously al­lowed, her­self to look em­bar­rassed, as she made what soun­ded like an ad­mis­sion. As she had in­ten­ded should be the case, the in­spect­or had at once run after that hare. But she had not bar­gained for what had fol­lowed im­me­di­ately—in­sist­ent ques­tion­ing as to her own and her hus­band’s re­la­tions with the man who had been, with the ex­cep­tion of the cook and the nurse, the last per­son to see Jer­vis Lex­ton alive.

			How long had they known Dr. Gret­orex? Did they see much of him? What had been her own re­la­tions with him? When, for in­stance, had she her­self last seen him be­fore the death of Jer­vis Lex­ton?

			At last, when she was be­gin­ning to feel as if the meshes of the net were be­com­ing smal­ler and smal­ler, he had “got out of her,” so Ivy put it to her­self, that Ro­ger Gret­orex cared for her far more than a bach­el­or ought to care for the wife of a friend.

			Nev­er­the­less, everything would now have been “quite all right” from Ivy’s point of view if it had stopped there. But to her dis­may and sur­prise, In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton sud­denly began on quite an­oth­er tack.

			In spite of the fact, which he as­sured her he ac­cep­ted as true, that she had re­jec­ted with in­dig­na­tion Dr. Gret­orex’s ad­vances, he sug­ges­ted that it was odd that her own and her hus­band’s friend­ship with the young man had gone on. He “pre­sumed” that Lex­ton had known noth­ing of Gret­orex’s un­wel­come at­ten­tions to Mrs. Lex­ton? Ivy had re­luct­antly ad­mit­ted that that was so. And, as he pressed her, with one quick, prob­ing ques­tion after an­oth­er, she saw, with a clear, af­frighted, in­ward vis­ion, that what she had in­ten­ded should be a mole­hill was grow­ing in­to a moun­tain.

			At last had come the most alarm­ing query of all—had she ever been to see Dr. Gret­orex at 6 Ferry Place?

			All the ques­tions put to her she had answered with ap­par­ent ease and frank­ness. And, as to the last, she ex­plained that she had gone to Dr. Gret­orex’s house with a great friend of hers, a lady who had then been a wid­ow, a Mrs. Ar­undell, but who had mar­ried again, and was now in In­dia. They had been ac­com­pan­ied by a young man who was a friend of Mrs. Ar­undell.

			As to go­ing out with Ro­ger Gret­orex, she had done so only oc­ca­sion­ally, and nev­er since he had con­fessed he loved her. No, nev­er since her hus­band’s ill­ness.

			How deeply thank­ful was Ivy Lex­ton that she had really seen so little of Ro­ger Gret­orex of late!

			And then, all at once, the in­spect­or had said some­thing which had made, as she put it to her­self, her heart stand still.

			“I sup­pose there is a sur­gery at­tached to the house in Ferry Place?” he had re­marked, speak­ing his thought aloud. And it had been those words, as to the prob­able ex­ist­ence of a sur­gery, that had sud­denly made up her mind for her as to the line she would take con­cern­ing Ro­ger Gret­orex and their re­la­tions to one an­oth­er.

			Did Ivy Lex­ton then real­ise the full im­port of what she had done? Most cer­tainly not. Sub­con­sciously she was aware that her avow­als, her timor­ous ad­mis­sions as to his pas­sion for her lovely self, could do Gret­orex no good. But her only ob­ject had been to shift, at any cost, sus­pi­cion from her­self.

			There had been an in­ter­val, per­haps as long as a quarter of an hour, when she had been alone with In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton. He had sent away his ser­geant in­to the din­ing-room next door. At the time she had not known why.

			Then he had spoken to her kindly, yet in a very sol­emn, search­ing tone, ad­jur­ing her to be frank, and to tell him of any know­ledge, or even sus­pi­cion, she might har­bour in her mind. But though every word he said ad­ded to her secret ter­ror, that ter­ror which was at once tan­gible and vague, for she knew noth­ing of the law, she had been wary, and very clev­er, in her an­swers.

			Then the oth­er man had come back, and to her sur­prise and hor­ror she found she was ex­pec­ted to sign a state­ment.

			“You had bet­ter read it over,” the in­spect­or had said quietly.

			And Ivy had read it over, hardly real­ising what it was she was read­ing, but hav­ing the wit to know that this man from Scot­land Yard had played fair by her.

			Though in a sense Ivy had said noth­ing of any im­port­ance, apart from that fatal ad­mis­sion of Ro­ger Gret­orex’s love for her, Or­p­ing­ton had left the flat well sat­is­fied. He be­lieved he now had the threads of what had seemed at first such a mys­tery, all clutched up in­to his hands. In­cid­ent­ally, at the end of that long search­ing in­quis­i­tion he had re­con­sti­t­uted every mo­ment of the last day of the dead man’s life.

			But as he had got up to leave, he had sud­denly re­turned to the fact that Mrs. Lex­ton had been with her hus­band alone on that last af­ter­noon of his life. That the in­spect­or evid­ently at­tached im­port­ance to this fact brought back all Ivy’s ter­rors. But her re­mark­able powers of dis­sim­u­la­tion stood her in good stead, and she again gave a pathet­ic little ac­count of those few last minutes with her hus­band.

			“I don’t quite know how long it was. Time went by quickly, for I thought he was bet­ter; and we had a little chat, mak­ing up our minds where we would go when he was well enough to have a change.”

			“Did he have any­thing to drink—a dose of medi­cine while you were with him, Mrs. Lex­ton?”

			“Oh, no! Nurse was not out long enough for that.”

			And then it was that Or­p­ing­ton made his one mis­take. Not that it made any dif­fer­ence at all in the long run. But, un­con­sciously, he had been af­fected by Ivy’s soft, fem­in­ine charm, as well as by her fra­gile love­li­ness.

			“Of course we shall let you know the res­ult of our in­vest­ig­a­tions as soon as I have con­cluded my in­quir­ies. As for Dr. Gret­orex, I shall go and see him as soon as I have had some­thing to eat.”

			See Ro­ger? Ro­ger, who was so truth­ful, so in­cap­able of telling even a white lie?

			The know­ledge that Gret­orex was go­ing to be sub­jec­ted to a search­ing ex­am­in­a­tion made her turn faint with fear. Had she been guilty of folly, and worse than folly, in ad­mit­ting, nay, in vo­lun­teer­ing the in­form­a­tion, that Ro­ger loved her? With­in her­self she de­bated that ques­tion. If Or­p­ing­ton had sus­pec­ted the truth, then, of course, she had been wise. But had he—had he?

			In any case, the warn­ing of Gret­orex had seemed the only thing to do, and on the whole she now felt strengthened, com­for­ted, by his un­ques­tion­ing faith.

			As at last she went up in the lift of the Duke of Kent Man­sion, she heard quick, light steps run­ning up the stairs, and she shivered with ap­pre­hen­sion. But it was only a tele­graph boy, and as they ar­rived to­geth­er at the door of the flat, she asked quickly, “Is the name Lex­ton?”

			“Yes, ma’am, ‘Mrs. Lex­ton,’ ” and he handed her the tele­gram.

			In her bed­room she tore open the buff en­vel­ope and looked first at the sig­na­ture:

			
				Just read with great con­cern res­ult post­mortem. Have cabled John Oram so­li­cit­or in­struct­ing him to af­ford you all help fin­an­cial and oth­er on my be­half. Sis­ter dan­ger­ously ill or would re­turn at once my­self. Please keep me ac­quain­ted with any de­vel­op­ments. Deep­est sym­pathy.

				
					Miles Rush­worth.

				
			

			She burst in­to hys­ter­ic­al tears of re­lief. Noth­ing, surely, could hap­pen to her now that Rush­worth had come to her help?

			Al­ways Ivy Lex­ton had been sheltered, guarded, lif­ted over the rough places of life by men—men who had been conquered, pressed in­to her ser­vice, by that al­lur­ing qual­ity which means so much more than beauty. But not one of the many men to whom she had cause to be grate­ful in her life had been in the power­ful po­s­i­tion of Miles Rush­worth, as re­garded either char­ac­ter or wealth.

			She lay down on the com­fort­able couch which stood at right angles to her pretty bed. It was the first time she had ever done so, for she was a strong young wo­man, in spite of the air of del­ic­acy which ad­ded so much to her charm in the eyes of many people, wo­men as well as men. But she felt tired—dread­fully, con­sciously tired, today.

			She closed her eyes and, de­lib­er­ately, she lived over again Rush­worth’s last long, pas­sion­ate em­brace on the yacht. It was as if she heard spoken aloud his ar­dent, broken­hearted words, “If only you were free!”

			Well? She was free now, even at what she was be­gin­ning to real­ise might be a fear­ful cost. Even so, it could only be a ques­tion of months, per­haps of weeks, be­fore she be­came Rush­worth’s wife.

			She opened her eyes and smiled for the first time that day, a ra­di­ant, secretly con­fid­ent smile.

			Leap­ing off the couch she read through Rush­worth’s long tele­gram again.

			John Oram? What a curi­ous name. Be­ing a so­li­cit­or, he must be on the tele­phone. She would ring him up im­me­di­ately after she had had lunch, and ask him to come and see her.

			Go­ing in­to the hall, she called out, in al­most a joy­ous voice, “Nurse? Here I am! I’m so sorry to have kept you wait­ing.”

			Nurse Brad­field came slowly down the cor­ridor. The events of the last few days had aged her, and Ivy was struck by her sad, be­wildered ex­pres­sion. She secretly wondered why Nurse Brad­field looked so old and un­like her­self? Nurse Brad­field, lucky wo­man, had noth­ing to be afraid of.

			Ivy Lex­ton nev­er knew all she owed to the wo­man who had ten­ded Jer­vis Lex­ton through his last ill­ness. When In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton had done with the nurse, he had formed, al­beit un­con­sciously, a very def­in­ite view of the dead man’s wid­ow. Thus, even be­fore he had seen Ivy, he had ac­cep­ted Nurse Brad­field’s view of young Mrs. Lex­ton’s nature and way of life. That is, he re­garded her as selfish, feath­er-headed, and ex­tra­vag­ant; but good-natured, easy­going, and quite in­cap­able of plan­ning and of ex­ecut­ing such a crime as that which had brought about her hus­band’s death.

			That Jer­vis Lex­ton had died as the res­ult of a foul crime on the part of some man or wo­man who had a strong motive for wish­ing him to be ob­lit­er­ated had ap­peared plain to the man in charge of the case, even be­fore he had in­ter­viewed any of the people con­cerned with it.

			But if Ivy, un­know­ingly, had reas­on to be grate­ful to Nurse Brad­field, Nurse Brad­field just now had cause to be very grate­ful to Ivy. It meant a great deal to her that she could stay on here, in this lux­uri­ous flat, liv­ing in quiet­ude and com­fort, in­stead of go­ing back to the hostel which was her only “home” between her cases.

			She had already learnt, and great was her dis­may there­at, that she would be­come an im­port­ant wit­ness for the Crown, should the mys­tery be so far cleared up as to bring about a tri­al for murder. Small won­der that today she felt too up­set and too dis­turbed to eat, and she watched, with sur­prise, Ivy’s evid­ent en­joy­ment of the good lunch­eon put be­fore them.

			The nurse was the more secretly as­ton­ished at the newly made wid­ow’s look of cheer­ful­ness be­cause she was well aware that “little Mrs. Lex­ton” was most un­com­fort­ably short of money.

			All that morn­ing, and es­pe­cially dur­ing the lat­ter half of that morn­ing, there had come a pro­ces­sion of trades­people to the flat re­quest­ing im­me­di­ate pay­ment of their ac­counts. Some of them had been in­ter­viewed by the cook, oth­ers by Nurse Brad­field her­self. As for Ivy, she had ab­so­lutely re­fused to see any of them. “I have no money at all just now,” she had ob­served sadly. “But of course every­body will be paid in time.”

			Nurse Brad­field had even be­gun to won­der if she would ever be re­paid a cer­tain ten pounds which she had lent Mrs. Lex­ton a few days be­fore. But she was not as much troubled by that thought as some of Ivy Lex­ton’s fairly well-to-do friends might have been. She even told her­self that, after all, she was now re­ceiv­ing far more than ten pounds’ worth of com­fort and quiet.

			As if some­thing of what she was think­ing flashed from the nurse’s mind to hers, Ivy said sud­denly, “I shall have plenty of money soon, Nurse. And the mo­ment I’ve got any­thing I’ll give you back that money you were kind enough to lend me.”

			There was a tone of real sin­cer­ity in her voice, and Nurse Brad­field felt re­as­sured.

			“I only want it back,” she said quietly, “when you can really give it me con­veni­ently, Mrs. Lex­ton. Of course ten pounds is a good deal of money to me. But now that I know poor Mr. Lex­ton was not in­sured, I real­ise that things must be very dif­fi­cult for you.”

			“It’s go­ing to be quite all right,” ex­claimed Ivy im­puls­ively.

			Oh! what a dif­fer­ence to life Rush­worth’s cable had made! She felt al­most hys­ter­ic­al with joy and re­lief.

			And then, as there came a ring at the bell, she said quickly to the maid who was wait­ing at table, “Do tell who­ever it is that I shall be able to pay up everything soon—I hope even with­in the next few days.”

			But this time the vis­it­or was not an anxious trades­man. He was a tall, thin, eld­erly man, with a keen, shrewd face, who gave his name as “Mr. Oram.”

			After a few mo­ments spent by him in the hall, he was shown in­to the draw­ing-room, there to wait for the lady con­cern­ing whom he already felt a keen curi­os­ity.

		
	
		
			XIII

			John Oram was an old-fash­ioned so­li­cit­or of very high stand­ing. His firm had al­ways man­aged all the private busi­ness of the Rush­worth fam­ily, and he was a per­son­al friend of the cli­ent from whom he had re­ceived a long and ex­pli­cit cable about two hours ago. The re­ceipt of that cable, and above all the way it had been worded, had in­duced Mr. Oram to come him­self to Duke of Kent Man­sion, in­stead of send­ing one of his clerks. He felt in­tensely curi­ous to see this newly made wid­ow in whom Miles Rush­worth evid­ently took so in­tim­ate and anxious an in­terest.

			Rush­worth’s cable to John Oram had been nearly three times the length of his cable to Ivy; and the pur­port of it had been that the so­li­cit­or was to help Mrs. Lex­ton in every way in his power. The last words of the cable had run: “Find out from Mrs. Lex­ton the name of her bankers, and place two thou­sand pounds to her cred­it.”

			After read­ing the cable, Mr. Oram had sent for his head clerk, an acute, clev­er man named Al­fred Finch, who was some twenty years young­er than him­self.

			“Can you tell me any­thing of some people of the name of Lex­ton, who live in Duke of Kent Man­sion? I gath­er there’s some sort of leg­al trouble afoot.”

			The an­swer had been im­me­di­ate, and had filled him with both sur­prise and dis­may.

			“Yes, sir, I know all there is to be known. It’s not very much, yet. A Mr. Jer­vis Lex­ton died some days ago in one of the Duke of Kent Man­sion flats. And, as the res­ult of a post­mortem, it has been dis­covered that death was oc­ca­sioned through the ad­min­is­tra­tion of a large dose of ar­sen­ic.”

			The speak­er waited a mo­ment. His curi­os­ity was con­sid­er­ably whetted, for he had seen a look of as­ton­ish­ment, al­most of hor­ror, come over his em­ploy­er’s usu­ally im­pass­ive face.

			Al­fred Finch went on, speak­ing in a more ser­i­ous tone:

			“This Mr. Jer­vis Lex­ton must have been a man of means, for you may re­mem­ber, sir, that he drew up the lease of a flat in Duke of Kent Man­sion for the Misses Rush­worth about eight­een months ago.”

			“Aye, aye, I do re­mem­ber that. I think the rent of their flat was four hun­dred a year, and the two ladies had to pay a con­sid­er­able premi­um on go­ing in. As you say, the Lex­tons must be well-to-do.”

			Mr. Finch al­lowed him­self to smile.

			“There’s only one of them now, sir—the dead man’s wid­ow. She’s said to be very at­tract­ive, and well known in smart so­ci­ety.”

			“I see. That will do.”

			It was no won­der that John Oram, while wait­ing in the draw­ing-room of the flat for Ivy to join him, gazed about him with a good deal of in­terest. Then, all at once, he re­cog­nised a fine pic­ture which he knew to be the prop­erty of the Misses Rush­worth, his cli­ents, and Miles Rush­worth’s cous­ins. In a mo­ment what had ap­peared a mys­tery was to his mind cleared up. There must be, there was, of course, some sort of con­nec­tion between the Rush­worths and the Lex­tons; and the rich, pre­cise, old-fash­ioned maid­en ladies, who, he now re­membered, were win­ter­ing abroad, had lent their flat to these fam­ily con­nec­tions.

			That would ex­plain everything—Miles Rush­worth’s ur­gent cable, as also his evid­ent anxi­ety that everything should be done to help and suc­cour Mrs. Lex­ton in her dis­tress.

			Just as he came to this sat­is­fact­ory ex­plan­a­tion of what had puzzled and dis­turbed him, the door of the draw­ing-room opened, and Ivy walked in.

			She held out her little hand. “Mr. Oram?” she cried eagerly, “I’m so glad to see you! I had a cable just be­fore lunch from Mr. Rush­worth, telling me that you were go­ing to help me. Everything is so dread­ful, so ex­traordin­ary, that I feel ut­terly be­wildered, as well as miser­able—” and then tears strangled her voice.

			For a mo­ment her vis­it­or said noth­ing. He was amazed at her ex­ceed­ing love­li­ness, puzzled also, for he was very ob­ser­v­ant, by the ex­pres­sion which now lit up the beau­ti­ful face be­fore him. Though tears were run­ning down her cheeks, it was such a happy ex­pres­sion.

			“Won’t you sit down?”

			Her tone was quite sub­dued now; the hys­ter­ic­al ex­cite­ment which had been there had died out of her voice.

			He obeyed her si­lently, and there shot over Ivy Lex­ton a quick feel­ing of mis­giv­ing. Mr. Oram looked so grave, so stern, and he was gaz­ing at her with so curi­ously close a scru­tiny.

			“It’s very kind of you to have come so soon,” she said nervously.

			“I am anxious to help you in every way pos­sible, Mrs. Lex­ton,” he answered quietly.

			Though the old so­li­cit­or was ex­ceed­ingly im­pressed by Ivy’s beauty, in­stead of be­ing at­trac­ted, he felt, if any­thing, slightly re­pelled, by her ap­pear­ance.

			For one thing, he was suf­fi­ciently old-fash­ioned to feel really sur­prised, and even shocked, by her “makeup.”

			Ivy had made up more than usu­al this morn­ing, and be­fore com­ing in­to the draw­ing-room just now she had used her lip­stick quite reck­lessly. So it was that while Mr. Oram asked her cer­tain ques­tions, each one of which was to the point, and al­lowed for but very little pre­var­ic­a­tion on her part, he avoided look­ing straight at her.

			How astound­ing, he said to him­self with dis­may, that such a wo­man should be a friend of Miles Rush­worth! A dir­ect ques­tion had shown him that she had no know­ledge of, or even a bow­ing ac­quaint­ance with, the Misses Rush­worth.

			At last he said rather coldly, “I take it you are in pos­ses­sion of very little money?”

			“Very little,” she answered, al­most in a whis­per.

			“At the re­quest of Mr. Miles Rush­worth, I have a sum of money to place at your dis­pos­al. As a mat­ter of fact, it is a con­sid­er­able sum—two thou­sand pounds. If you will tell me who are your bankers, I—”

			And then Ivy, keep­ing the joy she felt out of her voice, in­ter­rup­ted him:

			“I have not got a bank­ing ac­count, Mr. Oram. I had one many years ago, be­fore my hus­band lost all his money, but I have not had one for over three years. And oh! it’s been so in­con­veni­ent.”

			A kinder look came in­to the law­yer’s grave face.

			“In that case, Mrs. Lex­ton, I ad­vise you to open an ac­count at the loc­al branch of the Birm­ing­ham Bank. It is close here, in Kens­ing­ton High Street. Mr. Rush­worth in­formed me in his cable that you would prob­ably stay on in this flat for the next few weeks.”

			“I should like to do that,” she said in a low tone.

			“Your hus­band, I un­der­stand, was a great friend of Mr. Rush­worth?”

			“Yes, my hus­band was work­ing in Mr. Rush­worth’s of­fice when he fell ill.”

			“Was he in­deed?”

			That the Lex­tons could be what the sender of the cable had called “my closest friends” had sur­prised the so­li­cit­or. He had be­lieved him­self ac­quain­ted with all Miles Rush­worth’s in­tim­ate circle.

			Ivy had come across a good many law­yers in her life, and she had al­ways found them bright, cheery, and pleas­ant. All of them, to a man, had ad­mired her, and made her feel that they did so.

			Very, very dif­fer­ent was this law­yer’s at­ti­tude. She real­ised that he did not ap­prove of her, and she even sus­pec­ted that he re­gret­ted his cli­ent’s in­terest in her. That was quite enough for Ivy, and she began to long in­tensely for Mr. Oram to go away. She had already made up her mind that he was “hor­rid,” and she was sorry in­deed that such a man should be Miles Rush­worth’s rep­res­ent­at­ive.

			“I will pay in the cheque to the Birm­ing­ham Bank to­mor­row morn­ing, Mrs. Lex­ton,” said the so­li­cit­or. “I will call for you, if I may, at el­ev­en, for you will have to come too, in or­der that the man­ager may re­gister your sig­na­ture.”

			At last he got up, and then he said sud­denly: “Have you yet seen any­one from the po­lice?”

			“Yes, I saw a gen­tle­man from Scot­land Yard this morn­ing.”

			“I trust your leg­al ad­viser was present.”

			“I have no leg­al ad­viser,” and she looked at him sur­prised.

			“I’m sorry for that. I had hoped to learn that you had a so­li­cit­or, and that he had been present. How­ever, I don’t sup­pose it will make any odds. I pre­sume you told the gen­tle­man from Scot­land Yard everything that it was with­in your power to tell him, con­cern­ing the mys­ter­i­ous cir­cum­stances sur­round­ing Mr. Lex­ton’s death?”

			“Yes, I did,” she said fal­ter­ingly.

			It seemed to her that he was look­ing at her with such a hard, cold look on his blood­less face. She even had a queer feel­ing that this Mr. Oram could see right through her, and she felt a touch of deadly ter­ror.

			But Ivy’s fears were quite un­foun­ded. The so­li­cit­or’s view of Ivy Lex­ton was very much what “the gen­tle­man from Scot­land Yard’s” had been. But where­as In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton had liked and pit­ied her, Rush­worth’s law­yer already re­gret­ted that, if only as a mat­ter of com­mon hu­man­ity, he must now se­cure for her the best leg­al ad­vice in his power.

			John Oram had the faults of his qual­it­ies. His life’s work had brought him in con­tact with more than one skil­ful ad­ven­turess. But against such a wo­man, when she came across his path, the dice were already loaded.

			Thus he had nev­er had much trouble with the kind of girl who in­fatu­ates a fool­ish “eld­er son,” and then, maybe, tries to ex­tract an enorm­ous sum out of him by a threat of a breach of prom­ise case. More dif­fi­cult to deal with he had found, in his long ca­reer as a fam­ily so­li­cit­or, the sort of wo­man black­mail­er who has let­ters in her pos­ses­sion. But, even in re­gard to that type of wo­man, Mr. Oram, with the law on his side, in­vari­ably came out of the duel tri­umphant.

			He had nev­er had to do, even re­motely, with a case of murder, and the last thing that would have oc­curred to his mind was that this lovely young fribble of a wo­man—for such was his old-fash­ioned ex­pres­sion—could be a secret pois­on­er.

			“I think you must au­thor­ise me to in­struct coun­sel to rep­res­ent you at the in­quest which I un­der­stand is about to be held.”

			“What is coun­sel?” asked Ivy.

			She felt sur­prised and un­easy. Was this dis­agree­able old man go­ing to run up what she knew was called “a law­yer’s bill” which she would have to pay out of Rush­worth’s mu­ni­fi­cent gift?

			Mr. Oram looked at her with scarce con­cealed con­tempt.

			“A coun­sel,” he replied drily, “is any mem­ber of the Bar. But nat­ur­ally some are bet­ter than oth­ers, and, with your per­mis­sion, I will ob­tain for you the ser­vices of a gen­tle­man who is thor­oughly ex­per­i­enced in cases of this kind.”

			

			The next morn­ing Mr. Oram ar­rived at his of­fice early, and, after glan­cing over his let­ters, he had just made out a cheque for two thou­sand pounds to “the or­der of Mrs. Ivy Lex­ton,” when a card was brought in­to his private room. But be­fore he looked at the card he had already fully made up his mind that he could see no one, how­ever im­port­ant their busi­ness might be, till his re­turn from Kens­ing­ton.

			Already the so­li­cit­or and his head clerk, Al­fred Finch, had gone in­to the ques­tion of who should rep­res­ent Mrs. Lex­ton at the in­quest, and at the vari­ous oth­er pro­ceed­ings which were likely to take place in con­nec­tion with Jer­vis Lex­ton’s mys­ter­i­ous death. Money, as the say­ing is, be­ing no ob­ject, they had se­lec­ted as her coun­sel one known to them to be by far the sound­est man for that sort of watch­ing brief.

			The old law­yer was sorry in­deed that Miles Rush­worth had brought him in touch with what he termed to him­self “this very un­pleas­ant busi­ness.”

			His feel­ing was not shared by his head clerk. Al­fred Finch was already keenly in­ter­ested in the Lex­ton case. He was an in­tel­li­gent man, keen about his work whatever it might be, and he already had man­aged to make cer­tain per­tin­ent in­quir­ies. In­deed, he very much startled Mr. Oram by a re­mark he made to­wards the end of their dis­cus­sion.

			“They do say, sir, that Scot­land Yard as good as know already who poisoned Mr. Lex­ton. I think it quite prob­able that you will see the news of an ar­rest on the news­pa­per plac­ards on your way to Duke of Kent Man­sion.”

			“What sort of per­son has been, or is to be, ar­res­ted, Finch? Have you dis­covered that?”

			“Well, sir, I haven’t yet got hold of the man’s name. But I gath­er he’s a gen­tle­man, and one who was de­scribed to me as—” he coughed dis­creetly “—a beau of Mrs. Lex­ton. Mrs. Lex­ton seems to have been a bit of a fly­er, sir. She was out every night dan­cing at what they call a smart nightclub, or in some big hotel, dur­ing the days when her un­for­tu­nate hus­band was be­ing slowly done to death by this friend of hers.”

			“Have you heard any­thing ser­i­ous against Mrs. Lex­ton’s char­ac­ter?”

			Mr. Oram was very old-fash­ioned. The term “nightclub” sig­ni­fied to him some­thing vaguely ter­rible, and ut­terly dis­rep­ut­able.

			“Oh, no, sir, there’s noth­ing against her. On the con­trary, the story goes that, though the man un­der sus­pi­cion was crazy about her, she only flir­ted with him, so to speak. Mrs. Lex­ton, it seems, gave him away, quite un­know­ingly, to the C.I.D. in­spect­or who is in charge of the case.”

			Finch smiled, “They say it’s likely to be the most im­port­ant case of the kind there’s been at the Old Bailey for many a long day. The pub­lic are about ready for an­oth­er murder mys­tery.”

			“Not much mys­tery about it, if your in­form­a­tion is cor­rect, Finch,” ob­served Mr. Oram grimly.

			“It’s Mrs. Lex­ton—they say she is such a very pretty, smart little lady—who will provide the mys­tery and the sen­sa­tion, sir. She’ll be the prin­cip­al wit­ness for the Crown.”

			Mr. Oram felt very much dis­turbed on hear­ing this piece of in­form­a­tion.

			“I do not re­gard my­self as be­ing in any sense Mrs. Lex­ton’s leg­al rep­res­ent­at­ive,” he said stiffly. “With re­gard to this lady, I am simply act­ing as Mr. Miles Rush­worth’s so­li­cit­or.”

			And now, just as he was reach­ing out for his hat and coat, feel­ing more per­turbed than he would have cared to ac­know­ledge, a cli­ent for whom he had a great re­gard called to see him. Though John Oram was not the kind of man who changes his mind lightly when he saw whose name was en­graved on the card which had been brought in to him, the law­yer at once made up his mind that he must spare time for this vis­it­or.

			For one thing, her busi­ness must be ser­i­ous, for she lived in the coun­try, and this was the first time she had ever called on him without first mak­ing an ap­point­ment. Fur­ther, she was a wid­owed lady he had known since he was quite a young man, and for whom he had a very high es­teem, and, it might al­most be said, af­fec­tion. But he had des­pised her hus­band, and he did not really like her son—though the son had none of the faults which had brought his fath­er to ru­in. Lastly, Mr. Oram was will­ing to see this cli­ent be­cause she was a wo­man of few words. She would tell him at once why she wished to see him, and then she would go away.

			“Show Mrs. Gret­orex in,” he said quickly.

			“There is a young lady with her, sir.”

			“A young lady?”

			Did that mean that Ro­ger Gret­orex was think­ing of get­ting mar­ried? If so, un­less the girl had money, he would be do­ing a very fool­ish and im­provid­ent thing. Mr. Oram did not really think that this was at all likely to be the reas­on for Mrs. Gret­orex’s un­ex­pec­ted vis­it; but a so­li­cit­or is apt to con­sider every pos­sib­il­ity.

			How­ever, Mr. Oram’s old friend and cli­ent came un­ac­com­pan­ied through the baize door of his private room. Mrs. Gret­orex had left En­id in the wait­ing-room, for there were cer­tain things which she knew she would have to say, and which she felt she could only say when alone with the so­li­cit­or.

			As she looked at her old law­yer’s stern face, though the ex­pres­sion on it was just a little softer than usu­al, even her high cour­age faltered.

			“Per­haps you know, Mr. Oram,” she said in a low voice, “what it is that has brought me here this morn­ing?”

			“No,” he said, sur­prised, “I have no idea at all, Mrs. Gret­orex—”

			He could see she was very much dis­turbed, and he drew for­ward a chair. After all, it wouldn’t hurt that frivol­ous little wid­ow to wait for an ex­tra half-hour or so for the two thou­sand pounds Miles Rush­worth was so rashly present­ing to her free and for noth­ing. Mr. Oram’s know­ledge of hu­man nature told him that prob­ably a very great deal more money was com­ing Ivy’s way from the same source as this money came from.

			Mrs. Gret­orex bent a little for­ward. She fixed her sunken eyes, for she had not slept at all the night be­fore, on the law­yer’s face.

			“Ro­ger has been ar­res­ted on the charge of hav­ing murdered a man called Jer­vis Lex­ton—”

			“Ro­ger ar­res­ted on a charge of murder? God bless my soul!”

			He took off his eye­glasses and began clean­ing them mech­an­ic­ally with a small piece of wash-leath­er which he kept for that pur­pose.

			Here was in­deed a com­plic­a­tion! And a very trouble­some as well as a pain­ful com­plic­a­tion, from his point of view. His own con­nec­tion with the Gret­orex fam­ily was hered­it­ary. His grand­fath­er had been, not only the law­yer, but the very close friend and trust­ee, of Mrs. Gret­orex’s fath­er-in-law. As for the rich Rush­worths, they were in Mr. Oram’s es­tim­a­tion mere up­starts com­pared to the an­cient, if now im­pov­er­ished, county fam­ily.

			“If you don’t mind,” he said sud­denly, “I’ll send for Finch. In a case of this sort two heads are bet­ter than one. Also Finch can take notes of any in­form­a­tion you can give me about the mat­ter.”

			Mrs. Gret­orex would much rather have told her story to this good old friend alone. But she saw the sense of his sug­ges­tion, and they both waited in si­lence till the head clerk came in.

			Mrs. Gret­orex rose and shook hands with Mr. Finch. She was well ac­quain­ted with him, and she had al­ways liked him.

			“May I tell Finch what you have just told me?” Mr. Oram asked.

			She bent her head, over­whelmed with a pas­sion of agony and shame.

			“Mrs. Gret­orex has brought bad news, Finch. Her son has just been ar­res­ted on the charge of hav­ing caused the death, I pre­sume by the ad­min­is­tra­tion of ar­sen­ic, of Mr. Jer­vis Lex­ton. I take it”—and he looked very straight in­to the young­er man’s face—“that you had no no­tion of this fact, when you told me, this morn­ing, that you had heard that an ar­rest was about to be ef­fected in con­nec­tion with the Lex­ton af­fair?”

			Al­fred Finch prided him­self on his self-con­trol, and wise lack of emo­tion, where any­thing con­nec­ted with busi­ness was con­cerned. But his face was full of dis­may as he answered in­stantly, “No name at all was men­tioned, sir. I was simply told that an ar­rest was im­min­ent.”

			He turned to Mrs. Gret­orex. “When was it that Mr. Ro­ger was ar­res­ted?” He had known “Mr. Ro­ger” from child­hood.

			Tears welled up to her tired eyes. “Last even­ing,” she answered.

			“I wish he’d sent for us at once,” Finch ex­claimed. “It’s al­ways im­port­ant to get one’s blow in first, and es­pe­cially over a mat­ter of this kind.”

			“My son was ar­res­ted at An­chor­ford House. I came up by the night train, as the po­lice in­spect­or from Lynchester said he would be brought to town the first thing this morn­ing. I sup­pose he is in Lon­don by now.”

			Finch looked at his em­ploy­er.

			“In that case, don’t you think, sir, that I’d bet­ter go off at once and try to find Dr. Gret­orex? Let me see. Where would he be charged?”

			Men­tally he answered his own ques­tion. Then he ob­served, “I hope he made no state­ment to the po­lice?”

			“He wished to make a state­ment, but the in­spect­or ad­vised him not to do so.”

			“You think, Finch, that you’d bet­ter go off now, in­stantly?”

			“I’m sure of it, sir. Even now, I fear I shall be too late to stop his say­ing some­thing he’d best keep to him­self.”

			“I feel quite sure he has noth­ing to hide,” said Mrs. Gret­orex rather stiffly. But neither of the two men made any com­ment on that.

			Mr. Oram was the first to break the si­lence.

			“Very well, Finch. You go off,” he said. “Start at once! And of course no ex­pense is to be spared?”

			He glanced at his cli­ent, and she quickly nod­ded.

			“Mean­while, I’ll make rough notes of any in­form­a­tion that Mrs. Gret­orex is good enough to give me. But I don’t sup­pose she really knows very much.”

			And then in a ser­i­ous tone he asked her, “Were you your­self ac­quain­ted with Mr. and Mrs. Lex­ton?”

			He put the ques­tion just as the oth­er man was leav­ing the room, and Mrs. Gret­orex saw Finch stay his steps. It was clear that he wished to hear her an­swer.

			“I’ve nev­er seen Mr. Lex­ton; but Mrs. Lex­ton spent a week­end at An­chor­ford last winter.”

			Both men no­ticed the some­what em­bar­rassed way in which Ro­ger Gret­orex’s moth­er answered that ques­tion.

			At last, re­luct­antly, Finch shut the door. How use­ful it would be, some­times, to find one­self in two places at once!

			Be­ing the man­ner of wo­man she was, Mrs. Gret­orex did not try to con­ceal any­thing of what was in her heart from her old and trus­ted friend.

			“I am ab­so­lutely cer­tain, Mr. Oram, that Ro­ger had noth­ing to do with Mr. Lex­ton’s death. On the oth­er hand, it would be dis­hon­est to con­ceal from you my con­vic­tion that he is in ter­rible danger.”

			“What makes you think that, if you are cer­tain he is in­no­cent?”

			“Be­cause,” answered Mrs. Gret­orex in a low tone, “he loves this wo­man, Ivy Lex­ton, des­per­ately. He ad­mit­ted as much to me last night, be­fore we sup­posed there was any fear of an im­me­di­ate ar­rest, but after he had already had an in­ter­view with someone from Scot­land Yard—”

			“Ro­ger in love with a mar­ried wo­man. That’s the last thing I should have ex­pec­ted to hear!”

			Mr. Oram got up. “I have a bit of busi­ness I must at­tend to this morn­ing, Mrs. Gret­orex. But I sug­gest that you wait here till a tele­phone mes­sage comes through from Finch.”

			As they shook hands, “I beg you, I im­plore you,” she said in a stifled voice, “to try and be­lieve Ro­ger in­no­cent.”

			Mr. Oram said to him­self, “I will—un­til he is proved guilty.” Aloud he ex­claimed:

			“Of course I be­lieve him in­no­cent! But, Mrs. Gret­orex, I have some­thing very ser­i­ous to say to you; that is, I feel that this is not the kind of case of which I have the ne­ces­sary ex­per­i­ence, and I doubt if I should be able to af­ford your son the kind of leg­al as­sist­ance which he needs.”

			He saw a look of ter­ror and of fear flash over her face.

			“Don’t desert me in my ex­tremity!” she ex­claimed. “You know as well as I do that I haven’t a single man re­la­tion in the world. You, Mr. Oram, are my only hope.” And he saw that tears were rolling down her cheeks.

			“If you feel that, Mrs. Gret­orex, then be as­sured that I shall do my best for Ro­ger.”

		
	
		
			XIV

			While that, to both of them, woe­ful con­ver­sa­tion was go­ing on between the moth­er of Ro­ger Gret­orex and the old law­yer, Ivy Lex­ton sat in her draw­ing-room, wait­ing im­pa­tiently for John Oram, and—his cheque.

			She felt quite dif­fer­ently from what she had felt the day be­fore, and hap­pi­er from every point of view. For fear, that most haunt­ing of secret house­mates, had gone from her. In­deed, after see­ing Mr. Oram, she had spent the rest of the af­ter­noon at the es­tab­lish­ment of the dress­maker who was just then the fash­ion in her set. Whilst there she had bought four black frocks “off the peg,” and she had also ordered a splen­did fur coat.

			No won­der that she was now wait­ing fe­ver­ishly for the old law­yer to call and take her across to the bank. Two thou­sand pounds? What an enorm­ous lot of money! It was the first time Ivy had had even a quarter of such a sum ab­so­lutely at her dis­pos­al. In the old days, when Jer­vis was still a man of means, she had nev­er had a reg­u­lar al­low­ance. She had simply run up bills, and Jer­vis, grumbling good-naturedly, had paid them.

			But the mo­ments, the minutes, the quar­ters of an hour slipped by, and Mr. Oram dal­lied. What could have happened? She had be­come un­com­fort­ably aware yes­ter­day that Miles Rush­worth’s so­li­cit­or did not like her, and that he thought Rush­worth’s in­terest in her strange and in­ex­plic­able, so she began to feel thor­oughly “rattled,” as she ex­pressed it to her­self.

			At last she heard the lift stop out­side the flat. What did that por­tend? The longed-for com­ing of Mr. Oram with his boun­ti­ful cheque, or more trouble for her, for poor little Ivy?

			Then she gave a gasp—but it was a gasp of joy, for she had heard the law­yer’s fri­gid voice in­quir­ing wheth­er she were in. Be­fore the maid could open the door of the draw­ing-room she had opened it her­self and ex­claimed, “Is it Mr. Oram?”

			She was too full of in­stinct­ive tact when deal­ing with any man to ut­ter even a light word of re­proach, though the so­li­cit­or was over an hour later than he had said he would be.

			Mr. Oram walked in­to the draw­ing-room, and then, very de­lib­er­ately, he shut the door be­hind him.

			Again there came over Ivy a sick feel­ing of fear. He looked stern, for­bid­ding, and as a cer­tain kind of man looks when he is the bear­er of bad news.

			“I’m sorry I’m late,” he said ab­ruptly, “but I couldn’t help my­self. I’ve brought the cheque, and we will pro­ceed in a few mo­ments to the bank. But first I would like to tell you, Mrs. Lex­ton, that cir­cum­stances have aris­en that will make it im­possible for me to act as your law­yer with re­gard to any pro­ceed­ings that may arise in con­nec­tion with your hus­band’s death.”

			He cleared his throat, and then went on: “As I can­not act for you, I will find you a first-class man, who will prob­ably have far more time to de­vote to your af­fairs than I should have been able to do.”

			She looked at him, won­der­ing what this really meant, and a tide of dis­may welled up in her heart.

			“But Mr. Rush­worth,” she began fal­ter­ingly, “again told me, in a cable that I re­ceived only this morn­ing, that you would do everything you could for me, Mr. Oram?”

			She had not meant to tell any­one of that long, in­tim­ately-worded cable, the first in which Rush­worth had al­lowed some­thing of his in­tense ex­ulta­tion at the know­ledge that she was now free to pierce through the meas­ured words. It seemed to her im­possible that any­one could dis­reg­ard the wishes of so im­port­ant and, above all, so wealthy a man as Miles Rush­worth. To Ivy the sound of money talk­ing drowned every oth­er sound in life. But this, to her dis­com­fit­ure, was not the case with John Oram.

			“I know that,” and this time he spoke more kindly. “And I’m sorry I shall not be able to do what Mr. Rush­worth very nat­ur­ally hoped I could do. But I have dis­covered—” and then he stopped for what seemed to her a long time.

			He was won­der­ing wheth­er she was yet aware that Ro­ger Gret­orex had been ar­res­ted on the charge of hav­ing murdered her hus­band. Already the fact was billed in all the early edi­tions of the even­ing pa­pers.

			“The truth is,” he began again, and in a colder tone, “not only I, but my fath­er be­fore me, and my grand­fath­er be­fore him, ac­ted in a leg­al ca­pa­city for the Gret­orex fam­ily.”

			The col­our rushed in­to Ivy’s face. She said de­fens­ively, “But need that make any dif­fer­ence, Mr. Oram?”

			“Well, yes, I’m sorry to say that it will, Mrs. Lex­ton. Ro­ger Gret­orex, as you are no doubt aware, was ar­res­ted last night on a charge of hav­ing poisoned Mr. Jer­vis Lex­ton. He has put his in­terests in my hands. It would not be to your ad­vant­age were you to em­ploy the same so­li­cit­or as the man who is ac­cused of hav­ing murdered your hus­band. I am sure,” he cleared his throat, “you are aware of what Dr. Gret­orex’s motive is sup­posed to have been, as­sum­ing that he is guilty of that of which he is ac­cused?”

			Ivy looked so frightened that for a mo­ment he thought she was go­ing to faint.

			Then she hadn’t known of Gret­orex’s ar­rest? Even John Oram, who was already strongly pre­ju­diced against her, could not doubt that the hor­ror and dis­tress with which she heard his news were genu­ine.

			She sank down in­to a chair.

			“But this is ter­rible—ter­rible!” she moaned.

			“It is ter­rible, Mrs. Lex­ton. And, in­cid­ent­ally, you see, now, how I am situ­ated? When I came here to see you yes­ter­day, I nat­ur­ally did not as­so­ci­ate my friend and cli­ent, Dr. Ro­ger Gret­orex, with the strange and mys­ter­i­ous cir­cum­stances sur­round­ing your hus­band’s death. I have not yet seen a copy of the state­ment you ap­pear to have made to the in­spect­or who came to see you from Scot­land Yard; but I gath­er that you made cer­tain ad­mis­sions that were very det­ri­ment­al to my cli­ent.”

			“The man pressed me so! I didn’t want to hurt Ro­ger,” she ex­claimed, and thought she spoke the truth.

			Twenty minutes later, as the two came out of the bank, Mr. Oram said quietly:

			“With your per­mis­sion, Mrs. Lex­ton, I am go­ing to put you in touch with an old friend of mine, a most able law­yer named Pax­ton-Smith. He will not only watch your in­terests in a gen­er­al sense, but you can trust him to give you the sound­est ad­vice. In your place, I would make a point of be­ing frank with him con­cern­ing everything con­nec­ted with your hus­band’s life as well as with his death.”

			It was strange what a feel­ing of re­pug­nance, al­most of hor­ror, this beau­ti­ful girl—for she looked a girl—in­spired in him. But that, so he told him­self, for he tried to be fair-minded, was no doubt ow­ing to the way Ro­ger Gret­orex’s moth­er had spoken of Ivy Lex­ton that morn­ing.

			“Tell Mr. Pax­ton-Smith, as far you know it, the truth, the whole truth, and noth­ing but the truth,” he went on. “Many ladies, when in con­fer­ence with their leg­al ad­viser, are temp­ted to hold some­thing back. There can be no great­er mis­take. You can be ab­so­lutely sure of Mr. Pax­ton-Smith’s dis­cre­tion; and un­less he knows everything you can tell him, it will be im­possible for him to ad­vise you ad­equately.”

			She was gaz­ing at him with af­frighted eyes. Tell the truth, the whole truth, and noth­ing but the truth? Why, she couldn’t even be­gin to think of do­ing that! But, even so, the old law­yer’s words im­pressed her. Why, oh! why, had she been temp­ted to tell the man from Scot­land Yard that half-truth as to Ro­ger and his love for her? By now, when it had be­come clear to her that no one sus­pec­ted her, she had al­most for­got­ten what had brought about that dan­ger­ous ad­mis­sion.

			“You are, I un­der­stand, go­ing to be the chief wit­ness for the Crown,” said Mr. Oram sol­emnly.

			“I didn’t know that! What does be­ing that mean?” faltered Ivy.

			“It means,” he said drily, “that the pro­sec­u­tion is count­ing on you to aid them in prov­ing that Ro­ger Gret­orex be­came that most despic­able of hu­man be­ings, a slow, secret pois­on­er, in or­der that you might be free to be­come his wife.”

			She un­con­sciously stayed her steps, and was star­ing up at him as if hyp­not­ised by his words.

			He looked down fix­edly in­to her face. What lay hid­den be­hind those lovely eyes, that ex­quis­ite little mouth, now spoilt, ac­cord­ing to his taste, by a smear of scar­let paint?

			“Only God knows the secrets of all hearts, Mrs. Lex­ton. I have not asked you, and I do not pro­pose to ask you, if you be­lieve that un­happy young man to be guilty of the fear­ful crime of which he is ac­cused, and for which he is about to stand on tri­al for his life. But if there is any doubt in your mind, and, far more, if you be­lieve him in­no­cent, I beg you, earn­estly, to con­sider and weigh every word you ut­ter from now on.”

			But, even as he made that ap­peal, moved out of his usu­al cau­tious self by his real re­gard for Ro­ger Gret­orex and his in­tense pity for Ro­ger’s moth­er, he felt con­vinced that Ivy Lex­ton would, in all cir­cum­stances and con­tin­gen­cies, only con­sider her­self and what was to her own ad­vant­age.

			How amaz­ing that such a man as was Miles Rush­worth should be moved to pas­sion by such a frivol­ous, mind­less, selfish wo­man! But that such was the case John Oram had far too much know­ledge of hu­man nature to doubt, even for a mo­ment. He was, in­deed, by now as sure as was Ivy her­self that, in due course, Mrs. Jer­vis Lex­ton would be­come Mrs. Miles Rush­worth.

			Sud­denly Ivy said some­thing which very much sur­prised her com­pan­ion, and made him dis­like her even more than he already dis­liked her.

			“Are you go­ing to cable everything that has happened to Mr. Rush­worth?” she asked in a frightened tone.

			“Mr. Rush­worth will learn pre­cisely what the Cape Town news­pa­pers choose to pub­lish, and what you choose to cable to him. He has not asked me to com­mu­nic­ate with him, and I am not pro­pos­ing to do so.”

			He held out his hand. “And now I must say good­bye, Mrs. Lex­ton. I will try to ar­range that Mr. Pax­ton-Smith shall ring you up be­fore lunch. He will then make an ap­point­ment to see you. I should like, if I may, to give you one word of ad­vice. It is this. Re­fuse, how­ever great the tempta­tion, to dis­close any­thing that con­cerns your hus­band’s death to any­one, ex­cept­ing, of course, to Mr. Pax­ton-Smith.”

			“Then shan’t I see you again?” she asked.

			Though deep in her heart she was glad to be see­ing the last of Mr. Oram, she knew him to be her only link, in Lon­don, with Miles Rush­worth.

			“Should Mr. Rush­worth cable me in­struc­tions to do so, I shall of course trans­mit to you any money or any mes­sages he may choose to send through me. But, apart from that, it is clear that in your own in­terest Ro­ger Gret­orex’s leg­al ad­viser should have no more com­mu­nic­a­tion with you.”

			

			That same af­ter­noon Philip Pax­ton-Smith had his first in­ter­view with Ivy Lex­ton. Un­like John Oram, he took an in­stant fancy to the pret­ti­est cli­ent and most at­tract­ive little wo­man, so he told him­self, that a Provid­ence which was apt to be kind in that way to the shrewd and pop­u­lar so­li­cit­or had ever sent his way.

			So it was that, after a very few mo­ments, Ivy found her­self chat­ting to him al­most hap­pily.

			He listened with un­af­fected, in­deed ab­sorbed, in­terest to her sen­ti­ment­al half-true, half-false, ac­count of her first meet­ing with Ro­ger Gret­orex. Of how the young man had “fallen for her” at once, and how she had seen com­ing, and tried to stave off, his de­clar­a­tion of pas­sion­ate love.

			She also man­aged to con­vey to her new friend’s sym­path­et­ic ears what man­ner of man she now de­sired Jer­vis Lex­ton to be sup­posed to have been. Easy­going, good-tempered, de­voted to her, and yet en­tirely selfish, fright­fully ex­tra­vag­ant, and, when they were not out to­geth­er en­joy­ing a good time, a great deal at his club.

			“Poor lonely little wo­man,” said the law­yer to him­self. “The real won­der is that she re­mained as straight as she did.”

			Pax­ton-Smith and his part­ner did a very dif­fer­ent class of busi­ness from that as­so­ci­ated with the firm of which John Oram was now seni­or part­ner. They were con­stantly as­so­ci­ated with what are loosely called “so­ci­ety cases,” and Pax­ton-Smith him­self, some­thing of a gay bach­el­or, was seen a good deal in that sec­tion of the Lon­don world which seems to live for pleas­ure. He was well liked by men. As for wo­men, well, he liked wo­men—and they liked him too.

			Dur­ing his first in­ter­view with Ivy Lex­ton, after he had, as he be­lieved, won her en­tire con­fid­ence, he clev­erly led her to give an al­most ver­batim re­port of the con­ver­sa­tion which she had had with In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton. And though once or twice he shook his head when he heard what she had ad­mit­ted, he was able to do to her what he failed to do to him­self, that is, make her be­lieve that, on the whole, she had been wise rather than un­wise in her deal­ings with the man in whose charge had been the pre­lim­in­ary in­quir­ies con­cern­ing her hus­band’s death.

			Philip Pax­ton-Smith was both a clev­er man and a clev­er law­yer. But “this dear little wo­man,” as he already called her to him­self, was more than a match for him. How amazed would he have been could some en­tity out­side him­self have been able to con­vince him, at the end of the two and a half hours that he spent with Ivy Lex­ton that af­ter­noon, that she had, as a mat­ter of fact, so com­pletely de­ceived him as to make him be­lieve her everything she was not!

			True, he had be­gun by think­ing her just a little stu­pid; but he had ended by real­ising that she was far more in­tel­li­gent than many of the wo­men with whom he was in con­tact. That, nat­ur­ally, had made him like her all the more, for there is noth­ing more tire­some or an­noy­ing to any good law­yer than hav­ing to deal with a dull and ob­stin­ate cli­ent.

			As for Ivy, she was hap­pi­er after Pax­ton-Smith had left her than she had felt since the ter­rible mo­ment when the card of In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton had first been brought in to her.

			Not only did the gen­i­al law­yer in­spire her with con­fid­ence, but she was nat­ur­ally pleased and re­lieved to feel that he be­lieved everything she told him. It was such a com­fort, such a mor­al sup­port, to feel that he “liked” her, and that he was go­ing to do his very best to help her through what even she now real­ised was go­ing to be a dan­ger­ous and anxious time.

			

			By the morn­ing fol­low­ing the day of Ivy’s first mem­or­able in­ter­view with her law­yer, it was ob­vi­ous to all those con­cerned with the case that what was already called “The Lex­ton Mys­tery” was go­ing to de­vel­op in­to a cause célèbre.

			Already the per­son­al­ity of Jer­vis Lex­ton’s young wid­ow was be­com­ing of mo­ment, in­deed of ab­sorb­ing in­terest, to hun­dreds of thou­sands of news­pa­per read­ers. And as the dark, early winter days slipped by, men and wo­men en­gaged in wordy com­bat as to wheth­er she was the sweet, wholly in­no­cent, guile­less wo­man por­trayed by her ad­mirers, or a typ­ic­al ex­ample of the selfish, heart­less, ex­tra­vag­ant little minx old-fash­ioned folk are wont to de­scribe the mod­ern girl and young wo­man.

			Very soon her ex­quis­ite face be­came as fa­mil­i­ar to the pub­lic as those of the more pop­u­lar act­resses. She, not Ro­ger Gret­orex, emerged as the cent­ral fig­ure of this drama of love and death; this if only be­cause she was, to the mind of every­one in­ter­ested in the story, the one point of mys­tery.

			Had she loved in secret the good-look­ing young doc­tor who had al­most cer­tainly slowly, craft­ily, done to death the man who was now de­scribed as hav­ing been his best friend? Or was it, as she was said to aver, the truth that Gret­orex had ad­ored her with no touch of en­cour­age­ment on her part?

			Here and there some were found ready to whis­per that per­haps “Ivy” had been “in it.” But they were a small minor­ity of the vast pub­lic in­ter­ested in such a story, and, for the most part, they kept their view to them­selves. It is a dan­ger­ous thing to li­bel the liv­ing—es­pe­cially a wo­man blessed with as many ar­dent cham­pi­ons as was Jer­vis Lex­ton’s wid­ow.

			And Ivy her­self? For a little while Ivy re­mained un­aware of the amaz­ing in­terest which was already be­ing taken in her past thoughts, past secret emo­tions, and past way of life.

			She went through many anxious, troubled sol­it­ary hours till, all at once, those ac­quaint­ances, both men and wo­men, who be­come friends at a mo­ment’s no­tice, crowded round her, pleased and ex­cited to be as­so­ci­ated with so ter­rible and mys­ter­i­ous an af­fair.

			Their new mis­sion in life, so they pre­ten­ded to them­selves and oth­ers, was to try to cheer up poor pretty little Ivy in her solitude. It must be ad­mit­ted that these, for the most part, young friends, suc­ceeded in their laud­able ob­ject to an ex­tent that some­times amazed Pax­ton-Smith.

			Those giddy, good-natured, care­lessly heart­less men and wo­men all took so ab­so­lutely for gran­ted the fact that Ro­ger Gret­orex had com­mit­ted murder for love of Ivy Lex­ton. Some of the men about her in­deed hin­ted with a half-smile that they could well un­der­stand the poor chap’s motive.

			One of them, the well-to-do idle bach­el­or who had been about with her so much this last au­tumn, and who was act­ing as her cava­lier at the theatre and sup­per party on the even­ing of Jer­vis’s death, ac­tu­ally said to her, “I wouldn’t back my­self not to have done the same thing in his place! After all, ‘op­por­tun­ity makes the crime.’ ”

			But, if com­for­ted, she had also been stung by that well-worn say­ing; for she knew, bet­ter than any­one in the whole world just now, how great is the aw­ful truth em­bod­ied in those trite words.

			The wo­men who gathered round Ivy Lex­ton dur­ing those days were not all in­spired by mor­bid curi­os­ity and ex­cite­ment. Es­pe­cially was Lady Flora Des­mond very kind to her.

			Lady Flora thought she un­der­stood some­thing of what Mrs. Lex­ton must be feel­ing be­cause she her­self had gone through such a ter­rible agony when her hus­band had died. Lady Flora was a real sup­port to Ivy dur­ing those long days of wait­ing for the day when she would be com­pelled to ap­pear as chief wit­ness for the Crown at the tri­al of Ro­ger Gret­orex.

			True, this kind friend wanted to take her away to her coun­try cot­tage, but Ivy re­fused with quiet ob­stin­acy. She knew that she would go mel­an­choly mad were she left with no one to talk to ex­cept one af­fec­tion­ate, sym­path­ising wo­man friend.

			Mrs. Jer­vis Lex­ton had plenty of good ex­cuses for re­main­ing in Lon­don, for, dur­ing the com­par­at­ively short time which elapsed between Gret­orex’s ar­rest and the open­ing of his tri­al, there took place the long-drawn-out leg­al form­al­it­ies of which the pub­lic are only aware to an ex­tent which whets, without sat­is­fy­ing, curi­os­ity.

			But at last everything was “in or­der”; so Pax­ton-Smith put it to the wo­man to whom he found him­self de­vot­ing far more thought, as well as time, than he had ever done be­fore to any cli­ent, how­ever charm­ing, in his suc­cess­ful leg­al ca­reer.

			The shrewd so­li­cit­or some­times felt some­thing like angry con­tempt for the fool­ish, selfish, talk­at­ive men and wo­men who buzzed round the young wid­ow dur­ing these, to him, anxious and tir­ing days. He sup­posed him­self, nat­ur­ally enough, to be just now her only real standby in life.

			How amazed, how piqued, he would have been, had some tricksy spir­it whispered in his ear the news that every morn­ing, and some­times in the even­ing too, Ivy re­ceived a long cable of sym­pathy, sup­port, and even, as the days went on, of dis­guised pas­sion!

			Of that pas­sion of love which can as­sume so in­fin­ite a vari­ety of shapes and dis­guises, Ivy Lex­ton had had many an ex­cit­ing ex­per­i­ence, but none so sat­is­fy­ing as that con­veyed thou­sands of miles, and in a shad­owy form, from the man for whom, as she now dimly real­ised, she had run at any rate the risk of a shame­ful and hor­rible death.

			

			Ivy, for once, was quite alone, ly­ing down in the draw­ing-room, read­ing a magazine, one even­ing, when sud­denly the door opened.

			“Mrs. Gret­orex wishes to see you, madam,” said the maid in a nervous tone.

			Ivy leapt up from the sofa, and by the shaded light of the read­ing lamp which had stood close to her el­bow, she saw a tall, spec­tral-look­ing fig­ure ad­van­cing in­to the room.

			But it was a firm and very clear voice that ex­claimed: “I did not write and ask you to re­ceive me, Mrs. Lex­ton, as I feared you might say ‘No.’ I’m not act­ing on Mr. Oram’s ad­vice in thus com­ing to see you, but I know he doubts, as I do too, if you are really aware in what deadly danger my son now stands?”

			“Do sit down,” mur­mured Ivy.

			She felt a surge of angry fear of Ro­ger Gret­orex’s moth­er, but she had quickly made up her mind to be what she called “sweet” to her un­wel­come vis­it­or. When, al­ways against her will, the thought of Gret­orex forced it­self on her mind, there was coupled with it the ter­ri­fy­ing per­cep­tion that by now he must be well aware of who it was who had brought about the death of Jer­vis Lex­ton.

			“Ap­pear­ances,” said Mrs. Gret­orex in a low, quiet voice, “are very much against Ro­ger. His coun­sel is think­ing, we un­der­stand, of put­ting for­ward a the­ory that your hus­band com­mit­ted sui­cide. I have come to ask you if you can ad­vance any­thing to add even a tinge of prob­ab­il­ity to that the­ory? Was there in­san­ity in Mr. Lex­ton’s fam­ily? Did he, above all, say, even once, that he might be temp­ted to take his life?”

			These clear, pas­sion­less ques­tions gave Ivy no op­por­tun­ity for the dis­play of her spe­cial gifts. She asked her­self nervously what she ought to say in an­swer to these def­in­ite quer­ies.

			Would it be to her in­terest to al­low it to be thought that she, at any rate, be­lieved it pos­sible that Jer­vis had done away with him­self? Then she de­cided that, no, it would not pay her to ac­cept what every­one who had ever come in con­tact with her hus­band, in­clud­ing Nurse Brad­field, and the two doc­tors who had been at­tend­ing him, would know to be im­possible. So:

			“I nev­er heard him say any­thing of that sort,” she answered re­gret­fully, “ex­cept in fun, of course.” She ad­ded, as an af­ter­thought, “But I know how much Jer­vis hated to be poor, Mrs. Gret­orex.”

			The older wo­man threw an im­per­cept­ible look round the lux­uri­ous room.

			“But he wasn’t poor,” she said quickly. “He had just got, or so we un­der­stand, a good new post.”

			“I know he had. That’s one of the things that makes it all so dread­ful—”

			And then Mrs. Gret­orex, who was her­self a very hon­est wo­man, felt im­pelled to ask what was per­haps a dan­ger­ous ques­tion.

			“I need hardly ask you what you think? Whatever be the truth, you do not be­lieve, Mrs. Lex­ton, that my son poisoned your hus­band?”

			Ivy did not an­swer for what seemed to Mrs. Gret­orex a long, long time. Then she ex­claimed, twist­ing her fin­gers to­geth­er:

			“It’s no good ask­ing me that sort of thing, be­cause I hon­estly don’t know what to think. It’s all so strange!”

			“But surely you know Ro­ger to be in­no­cent?”

			Ivy let her eyes drop.

			“Of course, I want to think that,” she said in a low tone.

			“You want to think it, Mrs. Lex­ton? D’you mean that you have any doubt about it?”

			Again Ivy twis­ted her fin­gers to­geth­er.

			“It’s all so strange,” she re­peated fal­ter­ingly. “And it’s so un­for­tu­nate that Dr. Gret­orex was the last one to see my hus­band alone on the day he died.”

			Mrs. Gret­orex got up.

			“I see,” she said in a dull tone. “Then you are half in­clined to be­lieve that Ro­ger did do this ter­rible thing—for love, I sup­pose, of you?”

			And there flashed a look of aw­ful con­dem­na­tion over the moth­er’s worn face.

			“Please don’t say that, Mrs. Gret­orex! I nev­er said that I thought poor Ro­ger really did it!” cried Ivy hys­ter­ic­ally. “Per­haps Jer­vis did com­mit sui­cide, but, as nurse says, if he did pois­on him­self, where did he get the stuff to do it with? Also Ro­ger was so fear­fully gone on me. It’s all so very, very strange!”

			Oh, why had Mrs. Gret­orex come here, just to tor­ture her and fright­en her? It was too cruel!

			Then Ro­ger Gret­orex’s moth­er did make to the wo­man who stood be­fore her, this wo­man whom her son loved to his un­do­ing, a des­per­ate ap­peal, though she worded what she had to say quietly enough.

			“I un­der­stand that you’re go­ing to be the prin­cip­al wit­ness for the Crown at my son’s tri­al?”

			Ivy began to cry.

			“Yes,” she sobbed. “Isn’t it dread­ful—dread­ful? As if I hadn’t gone through enough without hav­ing to go through that too!”

			“On what you say,” went on Mrs. Gret­orex firmly, “may de­pend Ro­ger’s life or death. After all, you and he were dear friends?”

			She uttered that last sen­tence in a tone she strove to make con­cili­at­ory.

			Ivy stopped cry­ing. Then Ro­ger hadn’t giv­en her away, even to a very little ex­tent, to his moth­er? It was a great re­lief to know that.

			“I im­plore you to guard your tongue when you are in the wit­ness-box,” went on Mrs. Gret­orex.

			“I will! I will in­deed—”

			“Can you think of no nat­ur­al ex­plan­a­tion with re­gard to the ut­terly mys­ter­i­ous thing which happened?”

			Her eyes were fixed im­plor­ingly on the beau­ti­ful little face of this frivol­ous—Mrs. Gret­orex be­lieved mind­less—wo­man, whom Ro­ger still loved so des­per­ately.

			“I’ve thought, and thought, and thought—” whispered Ivy.

			And then for the fourth time dur­ing this brief in­ter­view she uttered the words, “It’s all so strange.”

			

			As, a few minutes later, she walked down Kens­ing­ton High Street, still full of bust­ling, happy people on shop­ping in­tent, Ro­ger Gret­orex’s moth­er was in an agony of doubt, won­der­ing wheth­er she had done well or ill in thus for­cing her­self on Mrs. Jer­vis Lex­ton.

			Again and again there echoed in her ear the silly, vul­gar little phrase: “Ro­ger was so fear­fully gone on me.”

			Gone on her? Alas, that had been, that was still, only too true. Even now his one thought seemed to be how to spare Ivy pain, and, above all, dis­grace.

			She stepped up in­to a crowded om­ni­bus at the corner of Chapel Street, and for a while she had to stand. Then a girl gave up her seat to her, and heav­ily she sat down.

			Who, look­ing how­ever closely at Mrs. Gret­orex sit­ting there, her worn face calm and still, would have thought her oth­er than an old-fash­ioned, highly bred lady, lead­ing the pla­cid life of her for­tu­nate class, that class which even now is fin­an­cially se­cure, and seems to be so far apart from and above the sor­did ills and anxi­et­ies of or­din­ary hu­man­ity?

			Yet there can be little doubt that Ro­ger Gret­orex’s moth­er was the most miser­able and the most un­happy wo­man of the many miser­able and un­happy wo­men in Lon­don that night. To the an­guish, which was now her per­petu­al lot, was ad­ded a feel­ing that she had done, if any­thing, harm, in for­cing her­self on Mrs. Lex­ton.

			“I’ve done no good!” she ex­claimed as she walked in­to the sit­ting-room of the lodgings in Ebury Street where she and En­id Dent had taken refuge, after spend­ing two or three days with a kind friend who, they had soon dis­covered though no word had been said, con­sidered Ro­ger al­most cer­tainly guilty.

			The girl looked dis­mayed, for it had been at her sug­ges­tion that Mrs. Gret­orex had gone to Duke of Kent Man­sion.

			En­id Dent now felt con­vinced that Ivy Lex­ton held the key to the mys­tery of Jer­vis Lex­ton’s death. She had nev­er seen this wo­man whom she now knew that Ro­ger loved, but she had formed a fairly clear and true im­pres­sion of Ivy’s nature and char­ac­ter. Hatred, as well as love, has some­times the power of tear­ing asun­der the most skil­fully woven web of lies.

			And then there began for them all what seemed an in­ter­min­able time of wait­ing. And all those nearly con­cerned with the case, apart from Ivy her­self, felt al­most a sense of re­lief when the winter day at last dawned which was to see Ro­ger Gret­orex stand his tri­al at the Old Bailey.

		
	
		
			XV

			Dur­ing the night which pre­ceded the day when Ivy Lex­ton was to ap­pear as chief wit­ness for the Crown, she lay awake, hour after hour, dread­ing with an aw­ful dread the or­deal that lay be­fore her.

			Her chat­ter­ing, ex­cited circle of friends had all un­wit­tingly ter­ri­fied her with their ac­counts of how Gret­orex’s coun­sel, Sir Joseph Mol­loy, was apt to deal with a wit­ness. And in the watches of the night, Ivy, shiv­er­ing, saw her­self faced by that ruth­less cross-ex­am­iner.

			What was this for­mid­able ad­voc­ate go­ing to say to her, to get out of her, by what one of her ad­mirers had laugh­ingly called “his ex­er­cise of the Third De­gree?”

			For the first time the wid­ow of Jer­vis Lex­ton real­ised how in­sin­cere and how shal­low were the sym­pathy and the cloy­ing flat­tery with which she was now sur­roun­ded. Only two hu­man be­ings seemed really sorry at the thought of what was go­ing to hap­pen to her to­mor­row—Lady Flora Des­mond and Philip Pax­ton-Smith.

			The con­cern mani­fes­ted by her so­li­cit­or made Ivy feel sick with ap­pre­hen­sion. He had spent hours with her try­ing to teach her what she had to say; that is, what to ad­mit, what to deny, dur­ing her cross-ex­am­in­a­tion.

			It was plain, dread­fully plain, to her, that Pax­ton-Smith was very much afraid of how the great Sir Joseph Mol­loy would treat her when he had her in his power.

			Again and again, dur­ing that long winter night, she asked her­self with ter­ror wheth­er Sir Joseph could have found out any­thing with re­gard to her past re­la­tions with Ro­ger Gret­orex.

			She knew Gret­orex far too well to sup­pose, even for a mo­ment, that he had giv­en her away. But the short in­ter­view with Ro­ger’s moth­er, though she, Ivy, had ap­peared to come out of it so well, had left a fright­en­ing im­pres­sion. And she shivered as she re­called the ter­rible ex­pres­sion which had come over Mrs. Gret­orex’s face when mak­ing to her the ap­peal which she had re­jec­ted with words im­ply­ing that she, too, be­lieved the man who loved her had been guilty of a ter­rible crime.

			Ivy even asked her­self with a kind of angry re­sent­ment, in the dark­ness of the night, why Ro­ger Gret­orex had not done this thing of which he stood ac­cused?

			Her own set, the men and wo­men round her, all seemed to think it nat­ur­al, in a sense, that he should have done it. And yet, though he had had many op­por­tun­it­ies of rid­ding him­self of Jer­vis Lex­ton, in the days when he had been so much with them, and though the only bar at one mo­ment which had stood in the way of his hap­pi­ness had been the life of Jer­vis Lex­ton, the thought of do­ing such a thing had evid­ently nev­er even oc­curred to his mind!

			Look­ing back, Ivy knew that there had been a time last winter when, had she then be­come a wid­ow, she would have mar­ried Gret­orex. She had been—how curi­ous to re­mem­ber that time now, though it was less than a year ago—in­fatu­ated with the splen­did-look­ing young man who loved her with so in­tense and pas­sion­ate a de­vo­tion.

			She re­membered, also, how reck­less she had been in those old days. Any­one but Jer­vis would have sus­pec­ted the truth. Thank God, she hadn’t known Miles Rush­worth, even slightly, dur­ing those mad weeks of what she had called her love for Ro­ger Gret­orex. Rush­worth would have guessed, nay more, he would have known, what was go­ing on.

			Had Ro­ger’s moth­er sus­pec­ted the truth? Al­most cer­tainly, yes. If Mrs. Gret­orex thought it would help Ro­ger, she would of course tell the fam­ous ad­voc­ate who was now fight­ing for her son’s life what she be­lieved had been the real re­la­tions between her son and the wo­man who was to be the chief wit­ness against him.

			Al­ways it was to Sir Joseph Mol­loy, the man whose name she had nev­er heard till, say, a fort­night ago, that Ivy’s thoughts turned with dread, dur­ing those end­less hours of dark­ness when she tossed this way and that through the long night.

			Nurse Brad­field had had a ter­rible time in the wit­ness-box. In­deed, she had con­fessed to Ivy last even­ing that Sir Joseph could have made her say black was white and wrong right! He had dwelt with sin­is­ter in­sist­ence on the short time that she, Mrs. Lex­ton, had been left alone with Mr. Lex­ton on that fatal last af­ter­noon; nay, more, he had al­most gone so far as to im­ply that, had Nurse Brad­field been faith­ful to her trust and had not gone out for those few minutes, Jer­vis Lex­ton might be alive today. Also he had called her “Wo­man!” She had even ap­pealed to the Judge to pro­tect her—not that that had done her much good.

			The nurse’s ac­count of the or­deal she had been through filled Ivy with such fore­bod­ing that she would have done any­thing, even gone back to the old black days when she and Jer­vis lived in those poverty-stricken Pimlico lodgings, if she could thereby have wiped out all that had happened since.

			When at last there came the morn­ing, she got up, pale and really ill. Then she waited, in an ex­tremity of nervous fear, till, at last, there came the mo­ment when Mr. Pax­ton-Smith, look­ing, so she told her­self, like an un­der­taker, and not at all like his usu­al jovi­al self, called in his car to take her to the Old Bailey.

			Dur­ing their long drive in the crowded streets the law­yer re­mained al­most en­tirely si­lent. He had ex­plained and made her re­hearse yes­ter­day, care­fully and kindly, everything she must say and re­frain from say­ing.

			When passing the Pic­ca­dilly end of Bond Street, for the chauf­feur, chauf­feur-like, had taken them the longest way, a sob es­caped Ivy. There had ris­en be­fore her a vis­ion of care­free, happy nights, spent in dan­cing, and in what old-fash­ioned people would have called ri­ot­ous liv­ing, with­in a few yards of where the car was now be­ing held up in the traffic.

			After they had gone on again, her frightened eyes caught glimpses of the news­pa­per plac­ards. On each one was blaz­oned forth her now no­tori­ous name:

			
				Lex­ton mys­tery.

			

			
				Lex­ton murder.

			

			
				Nurse in the box.

			

			Though she was sin­gu­larly un­ima­gin­at­ive, Ivy shuddered as she told her­self that, in a couple of hours from now, maybe there would be the words, “Mrs. Lex­ton in the Box,” or, worse by far, “Mrs. Lex­ton Cross-ex­amined.”

			At last, after what seemed both to Pax­ton-Smith and to his cli­ent a long drive, the car drew up by a side door of the great frown­ing build­ing called by that name of dread to every evil­do­er the Old Bailey.

			

			What an awe­some, and in some ways su­perb, spec­tacle is the scene presen­ted by every Brit­ish tri­al for murder! And if this is al­ways true, even in the humblest coun­try town As­size Court, how much more tense and awe-in­spir­ing is what takes place in the court­house of the Old Bailey, when the pris­on­er in the dock is the cent­ral fig­ure in a murder mys­tery which has sud­denly be­come world-fam­ous. Es­pe­cially is this true when the ac­cused man is put­ting up a struggle, not only for his life, but what to some men really does mean more than life—his hon­our.

			Since the war there has ap­peared in Lon­don a new world of idle, lux­ury-lov­ing hu­man be­ings who live for pleas­ure, and who, if their in­come is fluc­tu­at­ing and un­cer­tain, yet mys­ter­i­ously ap­pear al­ways plen­ti­fully provided with ready money to burn on what they call “fun.”

			To the eyes of those com­pos­ing this new world, lovely Ivy Lex­ton, and good-hu­moured, pop­u­lar Jer­vis Lex­ton, had been fa­mil­i­ar fig­ures, es­pe­cially dur­ing the years when they were mer­rily en­gaged in run­ning through their cap­it­al. All these people re­garded the tri­al of Ro­ger Gret­orex as a spec­tacle pro­duced and staked for their spe­cial be­ne­fit, and while the more en­ter­pris­ing and for­tu­nate among them at­ten­ded each day the ex­cit­ing pro­ceed­ings at the Old Bailey, the oth­ers all read with avid in­terest the full ac­counts of the tri­al which ap­peared every morn­ing in whatever happened to be their fa­vour­ite daily pa­per.

			Al­though the case was called the Lex­ton Mys­tery, none of the hun­dreds of thou­sands of Ro­ger Gret­orex’s fel­low-coun­try­men and coun­try­wo­men, who were fol­low­ing each de­tail of the story as un­fol­ded now day by day in Court, con­sidered that there was very much mys­tery about it. What was of tense in­terest, and what formed the real en­igma, was the latest vari­ant of the etern­al tri­angle—the story of the re­la­tions of the three, wife, hus­band, and lov­er.

			One doubt re­mained in many a mind. That doubt con­cerned the re­la­tions of Ivy Lex­ton and of Ro­ger Gret­orex. To what ex­tent, if any, had that beau­ti­ful young wo­man been in­volved in her lov­er’s guilt? Was it true that her own feel­ings, with re­gard to the young man who had slowly done a hus­band to death so that a wife should be free, had been simply those which it was known she was go­ing in­to the wit­ness-box to swear they had been? Had they really been feel­ings of kindly and in­dif­fer­ent, not to say tep­id, friend­ship?

			An­oth­er ques­tion which is al­ways be­ing asked by every stu­dent of hu­man nature was asked in this case—that is, wheth­er a cer­tain kind of ex­al­ted pas­sion, the pas­sion­ate love of a man for a wo­man which leads to crime, can ex­ist without even a touch of secret en­cour­age­ment?

			The more worldly-wise shook their heads, and said that, whatever ro­mantic po­ets and nov­el­ists may aver, such en­tirely un­re­quited pas­sion on the part of an in­tel­li­gent, edu­cated man is im­possible. Surely, be­fore such a man as Ro­ger Gret­orex had set out to do that aw­ful thing, he must, at any rate, have had some cause to be­lieve that Ivy Lex­ton, when wid­owed, would be­come his wife?

			There was yet an­oth­er point which made this ju­di­cial drama ap­pear, to use a phrase some­times used in such a con­nec­tion, “a full-dress tri­al.” Justice may be blind, yet she can see the glit­ter of gold. No money had been spared on either side. In­deed, judging by the ar­ray of coun­sel en­gaged, there must have been lim­it­less wealth avail­able for the de­fence. And, in a sense, there was, for Mrs. Gret­orex had thrown all the for­tune that re­mained to her in­to the struggle for her son’s life.

			

			And now, on the fourth day, was ap­proach­ing the great mo­ment of Ro­ger Gret­orex’s tri­al for murder. The highest peak of the fever chart of this drama, which was be­ing watched not only by those who were present in Court, but by hun­dreds of thou­sands of Eng­lish-speak­ing people all over the world, was now about to be reached.

			There came a pe­cu­li­ar rustle through the Court, fol­lowed by a mo­ment of com­plete si­lence, as Ivy Lex­ton stepped, with short, dainty steps in­to the wit­ness-box, and faced what ap­peared to her a myri­ad world of eyes fixed on her pale coun­ten­ance. In ac­cord­ance with a strong hint giv­en yes­ter­day by her so­li­cit­or, Ivy had not made up her face at all today.

			Pax­ton-Smith, as the tense mo­ments flew by, felt full of ad­mir­a­tion for his beau­ti­ful cli­ent.

			Ivy even re­membered everything that he had ad­vised with re­gard to her be­ha­viour when in the wit­ness-box, in­clud­ing cer­tain things she might well have been pardoned for for­get­ting. One of these had been that, when an­swer­ing coun­sel for the Crown, she should hold her head well up.

			This she ob­vi­ously tried to do, and when, as more than once happened, she threw what looked like a child­like glance of fear and sup­plic­a­tion at the kind, if grave, face of the in­quis­it­or whose only de­sire was to learn the truth and noth­ing but the truth, a thrill of sym­pathy went through her great, si­lent audi­ence.

			Again, when the flaw­less oval of her face ap­peared framed in the tiny little pull-on black hat, and her star­like eyes for a mo­ment looked wild, many a man, watch­ing her, told him­self that he could well un­der­stand, in­deed al­most sym­path­ise with, any crime be­ing com­mit­ted by one who loved her, and who longed, as only lov­ers long, to have the ex­quis­ite creature stand­ing there at bay en­tirely his own.

			But one curi­ous thing was ob­served by those who note such things. This was that not once did Ivy Lex­ton glance at the pris­on­er in the dock, dur­ing the long ex­am­in­a­tion-in-chief.

			As for Gret­orex, he on his side crossed his arms and stared straight be­fore him as if with un­see­ing eyes, dur­ing the whole of the time the wo­man he had loved with so de­voted and trust­ing a love, re­mained in the wit­ness-box.

			Sir Jonath­an Wright, the lead­ing coun­sel for the Crown, to whom fate had as­signed Ivy Lex­ton as his prin­cip­al wit­ness, was very gentle with her, moved, no doubt, by her evid­ent, shrink­ing fear. But all those present in Court were struck by the clear way she answered the ques­tions con­cern­ing her early mar­ried life, the loss of Jer­vis’s for­tune, and his fi­nal, suc­cess­ful, ef­fort, to find work.

			It was not un­til she was ques­tioned as to her re­la­tions—her “friend­ship,” as coun­sel put it—with the pris­on­er that Ivy’s voice for the first time be­came in­aud­ible, and that the Judge had to ad­mon­ish her to speak louder.

			But at once she re­spon­ded with pathet­ic sub­mis­sion to the flick of the whip.

			“I am sorry to have to press the ques­tion, Mrs. Lex­ton”—and the dis­tin­guished man on whom had fallen the, to him, pain­ful duty of con­duct­ing the pro­sec­u­tion did feel really sorry for this lovely, pathet­ic-look­ing, young creature—“but I put to you, and most sol­emnly, the ques­tion: What were your real re­la­tions to and with Dr. Gret­orex?”

			“We were great friends. All three of us were great friends. My hus­band, too,” she answered, in a tone which, if clear, yet quivered with pain.

			“Were your hus­band and Dr. Gret­orex friends be­fore you ever met Dr. Gret­orex?”

			Then came a whispered, “I don’t know.”

			“Eh, what?”

			The Judge, Mr. Justice May­hew, was old, but none the less keen and clear as re­garded his mind, though he was slightly deaf.

			“She does not know, my lord,” said Sir Jonath­an em­phat­ic­ally.

			Then he turned back to his wit­ness.

			“Do you think they were already ac­quain­ted?”

			“I really don’t know.” And then, per­haps be­cause she saw she was cre­at­ing a less good im­pres­sion than had been the case with re­gard to her oth­er an­swers, “I think not,” she said firmly.

			As the ex­am­in­a­tion went on, it be­came clear that Ivy Lex­ton was pain­fully anxious to say all that was good of Ro­ger Gret­orex. More than once she man­aged to bring in­to one of her an­swers to a short ques­tion the fact that he had been kind to her—very, very kind.

			And those who listened breath­lessly to Ivy’s art­less story of how the pris­on­er in the dock had come to love her, were moved by her ap­par­ent sur­prise and grat­it­ude that he should have been “so kind” to her.

			With quiv­er­ing lips, again and again, in no wise checked by the man who was tak­ing her, step by step, through the story of these last few months, she said a good word for the now tra­gic lov­er with whom she had been on those terms—pe­cu­li­ar, and yet how usu­al nowadays—when a beau­ti­ful young mar­ried wo­man, while en­chanted to take all she can from a man, will yet give noth­ing in ex­change.

			And with every word she uttered, with every ap­par­ently spon­tan­eous ad­mis­sion, Ivy threw a secret thought over the sea to Miles Rush­worth, and of what he would think to­mor­row of what she said, and left un­said, today.

			How strangely drawn out ap­peared that first por­tion of her or­deal, to Ivy her­self, and to the man now on tri­al for his life! Not so to those who listened, with ever-in­creas­ing curi­os­ity and ex­cite­ment, to her ad­mis­sions, omis­sions, and equi­voc­a­tions.

			But it was gen­er­ally agreed that, as a mat­ter of fact, the murdered man’s wife had very little to re­veal, after all. Even the most mind­less and stu­pid of those present knew that the jury only had to look at her, stand­ing there in the wit­ness-box, and then to look at the pris­on­er in the dock, to know what must have been that young man’s motive for the crime of which he stood ac­cused.

			Ivy was so help­less-look­ing, so fra­gile, so ap­peal­ing, as well as so ex­ceed­ingly lovely. She seemed, in­deed, to some of those watch­ing her, like some poor little del­ic­ate furry creature caught in a cruel steel trap.

			Had she flir­ted dan­ger­ously, heart­lessly, with Ro­ger Gret­orex? Even that seemed doubt­ful to some of those listen­ing to her low-toned replies to coun­sel for the Crown.

			There were wo­men now watch­ing her in­tently who had come in­to Court that day with the strongest pre­ju­dice against Ivy Lex­ton. Yet they were conquered by what ap­peared to be her ef­fort­less, youth­ful charm, as also by her evid­ent suf­fer­ing. And then her many pi­ti­ful little ef­forts to say the best she could say for this man who had loved her moved her own sex, in some cases, to tears.

			Many a wo­man there told her­self that the wit­ness now in the box had once loved the pris­on­er in the dock, even though she had not known it then, and though she would deny it, no doubt, even to her­self, now.

			

			At last came the mo­ment which Ivy had visu­al­ised hun­dreds of times in the last few days—the mo­ment, that is, when Sir Joseph Mol­loy rose to be­gin his cross-ex­am­in­a­tion of the chief wit­ness for the Crown.

			The si­lence that there had been be­fore was as a loud noise to the si­lence there was now. But, as al­ways hap­pens, three or four people coughed nervously, and were an­grily hushed by those about them.

			What was Sir Joseph go­ing to do? One thing cer­tainly. It would be noth­ing less than his bare duty to try to prove to the jury that, be­cause she had taken everything, and giv­en noth­ing, the beau­ti­ful wife of Jer­vis Lex­ton had goaded this young man, Ro­ger Gret­orex, to the frenzy which leads to crime.

			Not long ago Sir Joseph had caused two jur­ies to dis­agree over what, to the plain man, had been a clear case of murder. That simply be­cause he had been able to prove that the pris­on­er in the dock, who was a far from pre­pos­sess­ing type of bu­col­ic lov­er, had been rendered jeal­ous to mad­ness by the fool­ish girl whom he had killed, and this though his act had been clearly pre­med­it­ated. That had been a very dif­fer­ent case from the Lex­ton case, and one not nearly so ex­cit­ing to those in Court. Still, there were many present today who re­membered the ter­rible cross-ex­am­in­a­tion of the poor dead girl’s moth­er. It had been the way Sir Joseph had dealt with the trem­bling wo­man, the ad­mis­sions he had forced out of her, which had saved his cli­ent’s life.

		
	
		
			XVI

			But even in a court of law, where everything, in spite of what the more ig­nor­ant sec­tion of the pub­lic may think, is ar­ranged and pre­arranged, the un­ex­pec­ted some­times does hap­pen.

			To the amazement of every­body present, Sir Joseph Mol­loy was al­most as kindly, as cour­teous, as care­ful of hurt­ing her feel­ings, in his cross-ex­am­in­a­tion of Ivy Lex­ton, as his good friend Sir Jonath­an Wright had been dur­ing the ex­am­in­a­tion-in-chief. In­deed Sir Joseph, as a fam­ous de­script­ive writer de­clared the next morn­ing, was pos­it­ively dove-like in his gen­tle­ness. When cross-ex­amin­ing Mrs. Jer­vis Lex­ton, his ob­ject seemed to be simply that of prov­ing that Ro­ger Gret­orex, in every­day life, had been a con­sid­er­ate, chiv­al­rous, and ex­tremely un­selfish friend. And that had already been freely ad­mit­ted by the lead­ing coun­sel for the Crown.

			True, there came a mo­ment when Sir Joseph, who found it pain­fully dif­fi­cult to play the role he had faith­fully prom­ised Ro­ger Gret­orex to play, pressed Ivy just a little hard as to what form of words the pris­on­er had used on the last oc­ca­sion he had made love to her.

			The wit­ness broke down, for the first time, over that prob­ing ques­tion, and it was sob­bing that she asked: “Must I an­swer that?”

			The Judge ex­plained to her, kindly enough, “Yes, pris­on­er’s coun­sel is en­titled to an an­swer to that ques­tion. But if you can­not re­mem­ber the ex­act form of words which were used on that oc­ca­sion, you are en­titled to say so.”

			And then she replied, ut­ter­ing the words very clearly this time: “I can only re­mem­ber that he said he loved me, and that were I free he hoped I would be­come his wife.”

			Now those were the last words Sir Joseph had in­ten­ded Ivy Lex­ton to ut­ter in an­swer to his ques­tion. And the know­ledge that this was so caused a mur­mur of—was it amuse­ment?—to run through the Court. The pub­lic much en­joy hear­ing a wit­ness score off coun­sel.

			“And what did you an­swer to that?” he asked sharply.

			And then, as Ivy again began sob­bing, shrug­ging his great shoulders he sig­ni­fied that his cross-ex­am­in­a­tion of the prin­cip­al wit­ness for the Crown was over.

			Some of those present in Court were cruel enough to re­gret that Sir Joseph had not been up to his usu­al form. What would not such people have giv­en to have heard what had passed at an in­ter­view the great ad­voc­ate had had, only yes­ter­day, with the man now stand­ing ri­gid in the dock!

			Sir Joseph Mol­loy al­ways in­sisted on see­ing any man or wo­man whom he was about to de­fend on a charge of murder and, at his fi­nal in­ter­view with Gret­orex, the pris­on­er had be­gun by beg­ging him most earn­estly to re­frain from cross-ex­amin­ing Ivy Lex­ton.

			But as to that, his coun­sel had re­fused to be guided by the ac­cused man’s wishes.

			“Do you ex­pect me to put the hang­man’s rope round your neck?” he had asked harshly.

			Even so, he had prom­ised that he would be very gentle with her. And gentle he had been, all the more gentle, per­haps, be­cause, at the very end of that pain­ful, curi­ous in­ter­view, Gret­orex had said to him, gaz­ing right in­to his eyes:

			“Treat Mrs. Lex­ton as you your­self would treat the wo­man you love, or your own cher­ished sis­ter, were she in the wit­ness-box and you her cross-ex­am­iner.”

			So it was that, to his bit­ter re­gret, Sir Joseph Mol­loy had be­haved, with re­gard to Ivy, in a way quite for­eign to his nature. What he had longed to do was to turn this lovely little creature in­side out, and to ap­ply to her, in his own in­im­it­able, al­most af­fec­tion­ately fe­line, man­ner, that aw­ful Third De­gree be­fore which even the in­no­cent trembled.

			After a great deal of anxious thought, he had made up his mind to plead, on his cli­ent’s be­half, a fit of tem­por­ary in­san­ity. He hoped, that is, to per­suade the jury that, by some ex­traordin­ary com­bin­a­tion of cir­cum­stances, Jer­vis Lex­ton had been suf­fer­ing in very truth from some com­mon­place di­gest­ive dis­order up to that last day when Gret­orex, driv­en mad by jeal­ousy and love, had done the aw­ful deed. Not, that is, as the slow pois­on­er goes to work, but as a man takes out a knife to stab his rival to the heart.

			That had been, roughly speak­ing, the line Sir Joseph had in­ten­ded to take be­fore he had seen his cli­ent. But to do that he would have had to play with Ivy Lex­ton as a power­ful cat plays with a young mouse, and that course of ac­tion had been ab­so­lutely for­bid­den by the man whom he now be­lieved in­no­cent, even though reas­on whispered that he must be guilty.

			

			Then was it all over—the or­deal she had so dreaded at an end? Ivy felt sud­denly as if everything were whirl­ing round her, and in­deed she nearly fain­ted. But she made an ef­fort to pull her­self to­geth­er, and to those who saw her leave the wit­ness-box the ex­pres­sion on her white face ap­peared deeply pathet­ic.

			“Bravo! You did splen­didly! I’m proud of you,” whispered Pax­ton-Smith.

			And then he asked, “Would you like to stay on in Court, or shall I take you home?”

			He hoped she would say “Home.”

			For a mo­ment she looked un­de­cided, then, “I think I would like to stay,” she mur­mured.

			Now that her part was done, and with her leg­al ad­viser’s “Bravo!” pound­ing in her ears, she felt she would prefer to be here rather than alone in the flat. In­deed, when Pax­ton-Smith had found her a com­fort­able seat among her friends, she began to feel a curi­ous sense of de­tach­ment, as if the drama of the tri­al be­ing played out be­fore her scarcely con­cerned her per­son­ally at all.

			This strange feel­ing was really the meas­ure of her pro­found re­lief at hav­ing, so to speak, weathered the storm of what every­one had told her would be such an aw­ful ex­per­i­ence. Why, it hadn’t been really ter­rible at all! There had been mo­ments of her ex­am­in­a­tion—not of her cross-ex­am­in­a­tion—which in a sense Ivy had al­most en­joyed. She had been able to make her­self out, to the great com­pany of people about her, what she be­lieved her­self to be—a sweet-natured, un­selfish little wo­man, whom every­body loved. …

			The ap­pear­ance of Dr. Ber­wick in the wit­ness-box gave her a mo­ment­ary sen­sa­tion of un­ease. He was clear, un­emo­tion­al, and not in the least nervous.

			There was a little tiff between him and coun­sel when he told the story of how he had come in one day, and found the pris­on­er pre­scrib­ing for his, Dr. Ber­wick’s, pa­tient. It was put to him as a fact that Gret­orex had not made out any form of pre­scrip­tion and that when he was “caught” ap­par­ently do­ing so, he had only been writ­ing down the name of an or­din­ary gargle, to be found made up in every chem­ist’s shop. Also, at the time he had writ­ten down the name of that pro­pri­et­ary pre­par­a­tion, Gret­orex was un­der the im­pres­sion that, Dr. Lan­caster hav­ing had an ac­ci­dent, the sick man had no one at­tend­ing him, at any rate at that mo­ment.

			Even so, Dr. Ber­wick’s evid­ence was re­garded by all those present as very dam­aging to the pris­on­er, and Sir Joseph could do noth­ing with him, save to de­nounce him an­grily for not hav­ing in­sisted at once, as soon as he be­came un­easy, on a second opin­ion.

			And then Ro­ger Gret­orex’s fam­ous coun­sel flung by far the greatest sen­sa­tion of the tri­al on the Court.

			In a quiet, tone­less voice he ob­served, as if he was stat­ing the most nat­ur­al thing in the world, “I do not call any evid­ence.”

			There ran an ex­cited mur­mur through the, till now, still audi­ence. Every­one had fully ex­pec­ted that the pris­on­er would give evid­ence on his own be­half and, to the great ma­jor­ity of those there, the fact that Gret­orex had re­fused to go in­to the wit­ness-box, not only signed his own death-war­rant, but proved con­clus­ively that Sir Joseph re­garded his cli­ent as guilty.

			At first Ivy did not un­der­stand what it was that had happened. Then two or three of the friends by whom she was sur­roun­ded ex­citedly ex­plained the ex­act mean­ing of Sir Joseph’s ap­par­ently cas­u­al re­mark.

			She, the wo­man in the case, said noth­ing in an­swer to these eager, wordy ex­plan­a­tions. In­deed, she seemed hardly to take in all that was be­ing told her. But in­wardly she was feel­ing, oh! so thank­ful, so in­tensely thank­ful, that Ro­ger Gret­orex had re­fused to give evid­ence. She had been so hor­ribly afraid that when in the wit­ness-box her one­time lov­er might, un­wit­tingly, give her away.

			It was of Miles Rush­worth that she was think­ing, ever think­ing, deep in what she called her heart. He had been to her the only audi­ence that mattered, while she had been ex­amined and cross-ex­amined as to her re­la­tions with the pris­on­er.

			“And now,” whispered someone just be­hind her, “comes the clos­ing speech for the Crown.”

			Ivy was not par­tic­u­larly in­ter­ested in the clos­ing speech for the Crown. And, truth to tell, neither was any­one else in Court, ex­cept­ing, it must be hoped, the jury.

			Sir Jonath­an sat down at the end of—was it twenty minutes, or only a quarter of an hour?

			There was a short mo­ment of breath­ing space, and then all pre­pared to give their best at­ten­tion while Sir Joseph Mol­loy star­ted what was af­ter­wards de­scribed as “his great speech for the de­fence.”

			But though it may have been a great speech, it was a very short speech, for the fam­ous ad­voc­ate knew that the only hope of sav­ing Gret­orex from the gal­lows would be to make the kind of ap­peal to the jury which is al­ways made in France with re­gard to what is called there a crime pas­sion­nel.

			The fact that Sir Joseph had not elec­ted to call any evid­ence gave him, as all those in­struc­ted in the law who listened to him were well aware, the last word. And he made the most of his priv­ilege.

			More than once dur­ing the course of what was simply a noble pan­egyr­ic of Ro­ger Gret­orex, the pris­on­er went from deathly pale to very red. He would have giv­en many of his few re­main­ing days of life to close his power­ful ad­voc­ate’s mouth. Also, what was the use of it all? Gret­orex knew as well as did the Judge that the fact that he was high-minded, chiv­al­rous, the best of sons to a wid­owed moth­er, and a man whose money af­fairs were in per­fect or­der, had noth­ing to do with the ques­tion as to wheth­er he had com­mit­ted the murder for which he was be­ing tried. Neither, for the mat­ter of that, would the fact that he had ad­ored the wife of Jer­vis Lex­ton, and had gone tem­por­ar­ily mad for love of her, save him from the gal­lows.

			One man, on whom by ac­ci­dent the pris­on­er’s eyes were fixed for a mo­ment, ac­tu­ally shrugged his shoulders, when Sir Joseph brought in a swift al­lu­sion to the fact that one of the pris­on­er’s great-uncles had died in a lun­at­ic asylum.

			Now the Judge de­sired—in­deed they all de­sired—to fin­ish the case that day.

			“Do you wish to stay on for the sum­ming-up and for the ver­dict?” whispered Pax­ton-Smith to his cli­ent.

			Again he hoped that Ivy would—well? have the de­cency to rise and say, “No, I will go home, now.”

			But in­stead of say­ing “No,” she whispered, “Yes, I think I should like to do that.”

			And then, in slow, im­press­ive tones, the Judge began his sum­ming-up.

			Though Mr. Justice May­hew took what seemed to be a con­sid­er­able time, his was one of the shortest ad­dresses to a jury ever de­livered in an im­port­ant tri­al for murder at the Old Bailey. The story he had to re­capit­u­late was, in a sense, so very or­din­ary. It had been un­fol­ded, in all its stark sim­pli­city, by a tiny hand­ful of wit­nesses, in­clud­ing of course the most im­port­ant of them all, the young wife of the murdered man.

			Even so, speak­ing him­self with im­press­ive clar­ity, the Judge went over the now well-known tale step by step. And fi­nally his lord­ship dir­ec­ted the jury that the fact that a man has been what is loosely called “driv­en mad” by love does not mean that he is not cap­able of keep­ing com­mand over his fac­ulties. Why, at the very time this was sup­posed to have happened to the pris­on­er, he was in charge of a large med­ic­al prac­tice, and car­ry­ing out all the re­spons­ible, anxious du­ties at­tached to such a prac­tice in an ad­mir­able man­ner!

			“We have here the not un­com­mon case of a strong man’s in­fatu­ation for a beau­ti­ful wo­man who gives him little, if any, en­cour­age­ment,” he ob­served.

			And there was a mur­mur of dis­ap­prov­al when one of Ivy’s wo­men friends gave a sud­den little cackle of laughter, to the shocked sur­prise of every­one in Court.

			The Judge brushed aside with re­lent­less lo­gic any ef­fect that might have been pro­duced on the jury by Sir Joseph Mol­loy’s mov­ing ac­count of Gret­orex as a wise, un­selfish phys­i­cian, a de­voted son, and with­in the pos­sible lim­it a gen­er­ous land­lord. No doubt all that was true. But the whole his­tory of crime was there to prove that a per­son could be all these ex­cel­lent things, while be­ing also a cruel, cal­lous, secret mur­der­er.

			In this case, as­sum­ing Gret­orex was guilty, the man who had been slowly done to death had been the secret pois­on­er’s own fa­mil­i­ar friend, his boon-com­pan­ion in many a party of care­less pleas­ure. Fur­ther, the man be­fore them, the pris­on­er in the dock, had not even dared to go in­to the wit­ness-box. The Judge poin­ted out in sol­emn, meas­ured tones that he had the right to com­ment, and com­ment most ser­i­ously, on that omis­sion.

			As the af­ter­noon wore it­self away, every­one be­came very weary. Even Ivy began to wish that she had gone away when Pax­ton-Smith had last sug­ges­ted that she should do so.

			She stole a glance at Ro­ger Gret­orex. He was look­ing straight at the Judge, with a thought­ful, meas­ur­ing glance. He looked far more him­self, his re­served, in­tel­li­gent self, than he had done when Sir Joseph was en­gaged in mak­ing that dra­mat­ic, use­less ap­peal to the jury.

			Ivy Lex­ton gazed at the pris­on­er in the dock with a strange feel­ing at her heart. In a sense she was still proud of this man who had been her de­vout, ad­or­ing lov­er. He looked so brave, so cool, so com­pletely self-pos­sessed. The ma­jor­ity of those who now and again glanced his way to see how he was “tak­ing it” thought him re­volt­ingly cal­lous.

			And, at the same mo­ment that Ivy was do­ing so, Ro­ger’s moth­er stole a look at him. Her heart was full of such agony that she felt as if mer­ci­ful death might sud­denly in­ter­vene and end it all for her. And her agony was shared, one is temp­ted to say, al­most to the full, by the girl who sat be­side her.

			At last the sum­ming up was over. The pris­on­er was taken be­low, and then began the wait­ing for the ver­dict.

			To many of those in Court the jury seemed to be away a long, long time. Yet as a mat­ter of fact, it was only a bare half-hour be­fore all those who had gone out to stretch their legs, and talk over for the hun­dredth time the only real point of mys­tery in the story, came swarm­ing back in­to the Court.

			Slowly, al­most in a leis­urely way, the nine jury­men and the three jury­wo­men filed in. Some of those present no­ticed that not a single jur­or looked at the pris­on­er, who had been brought back to the dock and now stood at ease between two ward­ers.

			Al­though the ver­dict was a fore­gone con­clu­sion, every hu­man be­ing there looked strained, anxious; and Ivy Lex­ton again felt sick and faint. For the first time since she stepped in­to the wit­ness-box no one was look­ing at her, for every­one was look­ing at the jury.

			Everything be­ing now ready, the Judge re­turned to the bench, all those who were seated in Court rising to their feet.

			The Judge, hav­ing bowed to the Court, seated him­self, and so, ap­par­ently, did every­one else there, ex­cept the three men, the pris­on­er and his cus­todi­ans, stand­ing in the dock.

			Then the Clerk of the Court asked the fate­ful ques­tion:

			“Mem­bers of the jury, have you agreed upon your ver­dict?”

			There was a pause, but at last the fore­man of the jury, a nervous, in­tel­li­gent-look­ing man, who was evid­ently in­tensely re­lieved that his re­spons­ible task was now over, answered in a clear tone, “We have.”

			“Do you find the pris­on­er, Ro­ger King­ston Gret­orex, guilty or not guilty of the wil­ful murder of Jer­vis Lex­ton?”

			There was a scarcely per­cept­ible wait, and then came the one word—“Guilty.”

			And it was as if there swept a great sigh through the now lighted Court, fol­lowed by a sud­den buzz of talk.

			But this was in­stantly quelled when the ush­ers cried sternly, “Si­lence!”

			All eyes were now fixed on the pris­on­er. He was stand­ing far more stiffly to at­ten­tion than he had done a mo­ment ago, as the clear tones of the Clerk of the Court rang out:

			“Ro­ger King­ston Gret­orex, you stand con­victed of wil­ful murder. Have you any­thing to say for your­self why the Court should not give you judg­ment ac­cord­ing to law?”

			“Only that I am in­no­cent.”

			The five words were uttered in a cool, firm tone.

			It was the second time dur­ing the whole course of the tri­al that any­one there had heard Ro­ger Gret­orex’s voice.

			Ivy felt bet­ter now, and she watched everything that went on with eager, ex­cited in­terest.

			Sit­ting near the Judge was a young man to whom no one had be­fore paid any spe­cial at­ten­tion. But now every eye was fixed on him, for it was he who lif­ted a square of black cloth, and placed it, with care­ful de­lib­er­a­tion, on the Judge’s wig.

			Then sol­emn, slow, em­phat­ic tones of ad­mon­i­tion fell on the heavy air. They were not cruel words, for the Judge felt deeply sorry for the young man be­fore him. He had heard, only last even­ing at a din­ner-party, some­thing of the quiet, kindly, use­ful life that Mrs. Gret­orex and her son had both led since the death of the hus­band and fath­er who had caused their fin­an­cial ru­in.

			And then came the aw­ful words—

			“Ro­ger King­ston Gret­orex, the jury, after a care­ful and pa­tient hear­ing, have found you guilty of the wil­ful murder of Jer­vis Lex­ton. The sen­tence of the Court upon you is that you be taken from here to a law­ful pris­on, and from there to a place of ex­e­cu­tion; and that you be there hanged by the neck un­til you be dead; and that your body be bur­ied with­in the pre­cincts of the pris­on in which you shall have been last con­fined after your con­vic­tion; and may the Lord have mercy on your soul.”

			As Ivy Lex­ton, sup­por­ted by a num­ber of her friends and ac­quaint­ances, left the Old Bailey by a back way, she chanced in the pas­sage to meet Mrs. Gret­orex face to face. The eyes of the two wo­men crossed—and a stab of hor­rible pain flashed across the worn, yet even now calm, face of Ro­ger Gret­orex’s moth­er.

		
	
		
			XVII

			“I took Mrs. Gret­orex a nice cup of tea at sev­en o’clock, for I heard her mov­ing about even be­fore then. But the poor lady only just sipped it. She said her throat seemed swollen, so she couldn’t swal­low. But she’s up now, and I do wish, miss, you’d go in and try and per­suade her to have just a little bit of break­fast. Me and my hus­band—well—we both fairly broke down and cried last night, when we thought of how we’d feel if it was our boy that was go­ing to be hanged by the neck till he was dead.”

			“I hope she doesn’t let her mind dwell on that,” En­id’s pale face went a shade paler, as she looked in­to the kind, pity­ing eyes of Mrs. Gret­orex’s land­lady.

			“How can she help hear­ing those aw­ful words a-ringing in her ears? Why they rings in mine, ever since yes­ter­day! I’m sorry I did stay till the end. A friend warned me, so she did. She says to me, ‘Maria, you’ll en­joy every bit of it up to the jury com­ing back. But if I was you I’d leave the Court be­fore the Judge puts on his black cap.’ I wish I’d done that now!”

			As En­id ad­vanced in­to the sit­ting-room, and saw Mrs. Gret­orex’s fig­ure lean­ing back in the deep grand­fath­er’s chair, she thought for one mo­ment—and to her it was a blessed mo­ment—that her dear old friend was dead, that she had died, lit­er­ally, of a broken heart, so ri­gid was the lonely look­ing fig­ure, so calm and white the face, so pale the lips.

			But Ro­ger Gret­orex’s moth­er was not dead, and hear­ing En­id’s foot­steps, she opened her eyes.

			“I want you to have some­thing to eat, Mrs. Gret­orex. Mr. Oram told me yes­ter­day that he thought you might be al­lowed to see Ro­ger today. You must keep up your strength.”

			“I will,” said the oth­er quietly. “But it’s an odd thing, En­id, when that kind soul brought in my cup of tea this morn­ing I found I couldn’t swal­low. Per­haps I can now. At any rate I’ll try.”

			En­id came up a little closer to the big chair.

			“I won­der if you would think it strange if I went and had a talk with Mr. Finch?” she said a little nervously.

			“With Mr. Finch?” Mrs. Gret­orex looked sur­prised.

			“From some­thing he said the oth­er day, I gathered that he has some the­ory which is not shared by Mr. Oram. I should like to know what it is. Some­how I feel that there must be some­thing we could do—”

			There was such a fer­vour of re­volt, of an­guish, in the steady voice, that the older wo­man for one mo­ment for­got her own agony.

			She felt deeply moved; even she had not real­ised how much En­id cared. The girl had kept an en­tire curb over her feel­ing dur­ing the ter­rible days that the two had sat next to one an­oth­er in Court.

			She got up from her chair, and came close up to En­id Dent.

			“I feel as if there was noth­ing left, for me at any rate, to do but to en­dure.”

			“I feel,” cried the girl, “as if there was a great deal left to do! Mr. Oram is an old man, Mrs. Gret­orex, and though he’s been so aw­fully good to us, I’ve had the feel­ing—” then she stopped.

			“I know,” replied Mrs. Gret­orex in a low voice. “I real­ise, too, that he be­lieves that Ro­ger did that aw­ful thing.”

			“But Mr. Finch,” said En­id eagerly, “knows that Ro­ger is in­no­cent! Would you mind my go­ing and see­ing him? He’s al­ways at the of­fice long be­fore Mr. Oram ar­rives there in the morn­ing.”

			“You can do ex­actly what you think best. I trust you en­tirely; so, I know, does Ro­ger.”

			

			Twenty minutes later En­id Dent was sit­ting in the rather drab-look­ing wait­ing-room, lined with steel-bound boxes, where she had spent, dur­ing the last few weeks, many dreary, anxious minutes. But this time she had not long to wait, for Mr. Oram’s head clerk soon ap­peared, a look of sur­prise on his face.

			“I’m afraid you’ll think I’ve come very early,” she said nervously. “But the truth is, Mr. Finch, I wanted to have a short talk with you. And I was anxious to see you be­fore Mr. Oram ar­rived here this morn­ing.”

			“You come up now, at once, to Mr. Oram’s room, Miss Dent. He won’t be here today, at all.”

			A feel­ing of re­lief swept over En­id Dent. She had a re­gard for Mr. Oram, but she was also rather afraid of him. And she re­sen­ted keenly a fact which had be­come at once ap­par­ent to her—that he was con­vinced, even if most un­will­ingly, of his cli­ent’s guilt.

			En­id had a dir­ect, hon­est nature, as have so many people who yet do not wear their hearts upon their sleeves. So it was that when the two were to­geth­er in Mr. Oram’s room, she began without any pre­amble:

			“From some­thing you said the oth­er day, Mr. Finch, I un­der­stood that you be­lieve there’s some as yet quite un­sus­pec­ted mys­tery be­hind this story of Jer­vis Lex­ton’s death. If I am right, will you tell me what it is you do think? Also wheth­er any­thing can be done to bring the truth to light be­fore—” And then once more she re­peated that word “be­fore,” which may mean so very much or so very little in life.

			Al­fred Finch felt and looked un­com­fort­able. To make a re­mark in a cas­u­al way is very dif­fer­ent from be­ing pinned down, and asked what it is ex­actly that you meant by say­ing what you did. But the girl was look­ing at him with such anxious, ap­peal­ing eyes, and, after all, if he was a fool, he was be­ing a fool in good com­pany, that of the great Sir Joseph Mol­loy him­self.

			Mr. Oram’s head clerk and the fam­ous coun­sel had be­come friends over the Lex­ton case, and what Mr. Finch was about to ex­pound to En­id Dent as his own the­ory was really Sir Joseph Mol­loy’s the­ory. Not, as he in­ten­ded care­fully to ex­plain, as to what had cer­tainly happened, but as to what might con­ceiv­ably have happened, to provide an ex­plan­a­tion of what seemed in­ex­plic­able—how, that is, Jer­vis Lex­ton had come by his death.

			“You may be aware,” he began a little nervously, “that there is a sec­tion of the pub­lic, in­clud­ing whom I may call our most noted am­a­teur crim­in­o­lo­gists, who are con­vinced that we needn’t go fur­ther than Mrs. Lex­ton her­self. Their view is that, apart from Mr. Ro­ger, no one else, ex­cept the lady who is now his wid­ow, can have had the slight­est motive for get­ting rid of poor Lex­ton. Now I don’t share that view at all!”

			“Neither do I,” said En­id quickly. “We all know that Mrs. Lex­ton had every reas­on for want­ing her hus­band to re­main alive.”

			“But what I do be­lieve,” and a queer ex­pres­sion came over Al­fred Finch’s shrewd face, “is that Mrs. Lex­ton knows a good deal more than she ad­mit­ted yes­ter­day in the wit­ness-box. I can’t help sus­pect­ing that there is some man, a stranger to the case, but well known to her, who had some vi­tal in­terest in com­passing Jer­vis Lex­ton’s death. Far stranger things hap­pen in real life than any nov­el­ist would dare to put in a story, Miss Dent. Men, aye, and wo­men too, are more un­scru­pu­lous than any or­din­ary per­son would ima­gine. Even Mr. Oram would agree to that. If we can find among Mrs. Lex­ton’s ad­mirers—and she has a good­ish few—some wealthy man who is in love with her, and who has easy ac­cess to any form of ar­sen­ic, we might have some­thing like new evid­ence to of­fer when the case comes up on ap­peal.”

			“But if that is true,” said En­id quickly, “then the nurse must have known that Mr. Lex­ton had some oth­er vis­it­or with­in a few hours of his death—and the par­lour­maid who gave evid­ence as to ad­mit­ting Dr. Gret­orex the af­ter­noon be­fore Mr. Lex­ton died must have known it too.”

			Al­fred Finch looked straight in­to the girl’s now flushed, anxious face.

			“What is it,” he asked im­press­ively, “that rules the whole world today?”

			And, as he saw she looked be­wildered, he snapped out the one word, “Money! What Mrs. Lex­ton and her lot call ‘the ready.’ ”

			What did he mean? In what way could money have played a part in this sin­is­ter busi­ness?

			His next words en­lightened her.

			“Money can do any­thing nowadays, for every­body wants money, and spends money as they nev­er did be­fore. Be­lieve me, Miss Dent, no one, in these days, is in­cor­rupt­ible.”

			“What a ter­rible thing to say—even to think!” ex­claimed En­id.

			“It may be ter­rible, but it’s the truth, Miss Dent! And it’s par­tic­u­larly true when one con­siders the people who were mixed up in this af­fair. All wo­men, and poor them­selves, mark you. I don’t mean to im­ply for a mo­ment that they meant to con­nive at murder. My view is that their mouths, maybe, were shut with gold be­fore they had any idea what it was that they were go­ing to be asked to stay ‘mum’ about. But then? Well, then, they wisely, in their own in­terest, con­tin­ued to keep their mouths shut!”

			“I see,” said En­id slowly.

			“I was very much struck by the de­mean­our of that Nurse Brad­field in the wit­ness-box,” he went on eagerly. “Sir Joseph re­duced her to a driv­el­ling state of ter­ror. Now, why was that? You re­mem­ber, maybe, how he pressed her as to who else came to the flat be­sides Mr. Ro­ger; and how at last she had to ad­mit that sev­er­al ladies and gen­tle­men came there, and that of­ten she really didn’t know who they were! Now, isn’t that a sin­gu­lar thing? We have the mas­ter of the house ly­ing ill—not ill enough to have a night nurse, but still, ill enough to have a nurse all day. And yet a lot of people come and go—to lunch, to play bridge, and to take Mrs. Lex­ton out in the even­ing! Now that, to me, sounds very odd, not to say sus­pi­cious.”

			“I quite agree that it does seem strange and heart­less,” said En­id in a troubled tone. “But I liked Nurse Brad­field. I thought her a truth­ful wo­man, though it was plain she was aw­fully frightened of Sir Joseph.”

			“I nev­er can un­der­stand why an hon­est wit­ness should feel frightened when in the wit­ness-box,” ex­claimed Mr. Finch in a tone of con­tempt.

			“Oh, I can un­der­stand it so well!” cried the girl. “I know I should be ter­ri­fied, es­pe­cially if Sir Joseph were cross-ex­amin­ing me as he cross-ex­amined that poor wo­man.”

			“Well, be that as it may, Miss Dent, my point is that it came out very clearly that a cer­tain num­ber of men, all friends and ad­mirers of that pretty little lady, came in and out of the flat dur­ing the poor chap’s ill­ness.”

			“And you ac­tu­ally think that Mrs. Lex­ton—” and while she was seek­ing for the right word he broke in with:

			“If my the­ory is cor­rect, I am in­clined to think that Mrs. Lex­ton must have a shrewd sus­pi­cion as to who the man was who did that ter­rible thing—and I shan’t be at all sur­prised if she makes what is com­monly called a good mar­riage be­fore the year is out!”

			“But what an aw­ful thing—to al­low an in­no­cent man—”

			Again he cut across her words: “She’s a thor­oughly selfish wo­man, and only thinks of her­self. But cap­able of murder?” he shook his head. “Oh no, Miss Dent! The folk who are in­clined to think that of her know but little about hu­man nature. I don’t claim to know more of the set Mrs. Lex­ton lives in than one can gath­er from the news­pa­pers, and per­haps I ought to say from pro­ceed­ings in the Bank­ruptcy Court. But, though they’ll do al­most any­thing for money, those sort of people stop short at murder, be­lieve me.”

			“Still, you do think it pos­sible that Mrs. Lex­ton may be shield­ing a mur­der­er?”

			Mr. Finch hes­it­ated. “That’s it ex­actly. I think she may be shield­ing a mur­der­er. How did she strike you in the wit­ness-box?”

			“I thought her very clev­er,” said En­id Dent slowly. “Her one ob­ject was to pro­duce a good im­pres­sion, and she suc­ceeded.”

			In­stinct­ively Mr. Finch lowered his voice.

			“I watched her very care­fully, and listened even more care­fully, while she was in the wit­ness-box, and I made up my mind that she be­lieves Dr. Gret­orex to be an in­no­cent man. Did I say be­lieve? I think she knows he is in­no­cent.”

			“I think an­oth­er thing,” said En­id, and she, too, al­lowed her voice to drop.

			“What’s that, Miss Dent?” Mr. Finch bent for­ward.

			“I feel quite sure”—and sud­denly her pale face be­came red—“that Ro­ger sus­pects who did it. I think that’s why he wouldn’t give evid­ence.”

			“God bless my soul,” ex­claimed Mr. Finch, “I nev­er thought of that! You may be right, after all. But if it’s true, well, then he’s—”

			“Very quix­ot­ic?”

			“No, Miss Dent. Sav­ing your pres­ence, I was go­ing to say he’s a damn fool.”

		
	
		
			XVIII

			That same morn­ing, the morn­ing after the con­clu­sion of Gret­orex’s tri­al, Ivy awoke late. For a mo­ment she re­membered noth­ing, for she had gone through a very ter­rible strain the pre­vi­ous day, a great­er strain than she her­self had been aware of, at the time.

			And then, all at once she re­membered—re­membered everything, and a sense of some­thing akin to ec­stasy flooded her heart. She flung her white arms above her head and stretched her­self out lux­uri­ously. Then—for it was very cold—she snuggled down in­to bed again.

			How mar­vel­lous to know that her or­deal was over. All over—all over! That from now on she need nev­er see any of the people who had been con­nec­ted with this aw­ful epis­ode in her life. Per­haps, though, she would make an ex­cep­tion as to Pax­ton-Smith, for he had been so aw­fully kind to her, and he ad­mired her so much! His de­scrip­tion of how brave and plucky she had been in the wit­ness-box would surely de­light Miles Rush­worth. Yes, Pax­ton-Smith should re­main her friend.

			Mean­while she would fol­low his ad­vice. She would go away, that is, to the coun­try for a few days, to the de­light­ful cot­tage near Brighton be­long­ing to Lady Flora Des­mond. She could not go today, un­luck­ily, for Lady Flora had lent the cot­tage to some tire­some people. But they would be leav­ing soon, and then she would go down there and have a thor­ough rest.

			Ivy felt she wanted what some of her friends called “a rest cure,” after all she had gone through.

			All at once there came a knock on the bed­room door—a knock, and a quick whispered con­ver­sa­tion out­side. Some­thing, too, very like a giggle.

			She called out sharply “Come in,” and the day maid came in with a broad grin on her young face.

			“Cook thought maybe that you’d like to see the pa­per she takes in, ma’am. There’s such a beau­ti­ful pic­ture of you in it!”

			And on the pink silk ei­der­down the maid put down two pic­ture pa­pers, the one that Ivy al­ways glanced at every day, and an­oth­er pa­per.

			Why, yes—there was the pic­ture, and a very good one, too. Ivy had been snapped by a Press pho­to­graph­er just as she had stood on the door­step of Duke of Kent Man­sion, a mo­ment be­fore she got in­to Pax­ton-Smith’s car. She gazed with pleas­ure at all the de­tails of her be­com­ing cos­tume. What a good thing that she had bought that charm­ing little mod­el hat just be­fore poor Jer­vis’s death. She had soon dis­covered that what is called “mourn­ing headgear” is apt to be sin­gu­larly un­be­com­ing.

			“It does look nice, ma’am, don’t it? Cook says as how you looked be­witch­ing while you was giv­ing evid­ence,” ven­tured the girl.

			“I wasn’t think­ing of how I was look­ing,” said Ivy.

			And in­deed this was the truth. As she had stood up there, the tar­get of all eyes, she had only thought of her com­ing cross-ex­am­in­a­tion by Sir Joseph Mol­loy.

			And then the girl made a mis­take, and she knew that she had done so as soon as she had said the words.

			“It does seem sad about that poor Dr. Gret­orex, don’t it?” she ex­claimed.

			For at once Ivy burst in­to tears—angry, frightened tears. It was too bad, too bad, when she her­self had suc­ceeded this morn­ing in en­tirely ban­ish­ing Ro­ger from her mind, that he should be thus stu­pidly, cruelly, thrust in­to it again.

			“Oh, ma’am, I’m so sorry! Please for­give me!” And the tact­less young wo­man al­most ran out of the room.

			Nurse Brad­field came in to see what was the mat­ter. She looked wan and worn. Un­like Ivy, she had not slept the pre­vi­ous night; un­like Ivy, the face of Ro­ger Gret­orex, es­pe­cially his ex­pres­sion as he had uttered, in an­swer to the aw­ful ques­tion, the quiet words, “Only that I am in­no­cent,” rang in her ears.

			She had felt then, and she still felt now, a most pain­ful sen­sa­tion of doubt.

			Was it pos­sible, was it con­ceiv­able, that Gret­orex was in­no­cent after all, and that her pa­tient had secretly done him­self to death?

			Every nurse comes across strange and most un­ex­pec­ted hap­pen­ings in the course of her work. And Nurse Brad­field, though in a sense she had had an un­event­ful ca­reer, had yet been more than once very much startled and sur­prised by the as­ton­ish­ing things people will some­times do.

			She sat down, now, on the bed, and put her arms round the slender fig­ure, still shaken by angry, frightened sobs.

			“I know how you’re feel­ing, Mrs. Lex­ton,” she whispered. “I, too, can’t get Dr. Gret­orex out of my mind. But there’s still a chance, you know, that some­thing may be found out, even now. I mean between now and his ap­peal. Mrs. Ber­wick told me last night that she knows some great friends of Sir Joseph Mol­loy, and that he hon­estly does be­lieve Dr. Gret­orex to be in­no­cent. She says that Sir Joseph is go­ing to leave no stone un­turned to try to prove his in­no­cence. He’s in a ter­rible state about it all, and he was very dis­tressed at Dr. Gret­orex re­fus­ing to give evid­ence on his own be­half.”

			“But you think he did it, don’t you, nurse?”

			Ivy lif­ted her tear-stained eyes and gazed at the older wo­man.

			“I did think so,” muttered Nurse Brad­field. “And even now I can’t see any oth­er ex­plan­a­tion. You and I know quite well that Mr. Lex­ton was not the sort of man to do away with him­self.”

			“Of course he wasn’t!” ex­claimed Ivy, with a touch of in­dig­na­tion.

			The nurse sighed. “Such ex­traordin­ary things do hap­pen in life,” she ob­served.

			“What is it Sir Joseph Mol­loy thinks he can find out? Did Mrs. Ber­wick tell you that?” asked Ivy.

			She put the ques­tion in a care­less tone, but she really wanted to know; in­deed she was very, very anxious to dis­cov­er what it was that Sir Joseph Mol­loy meant to do.

			“What he says he means to find out,” said the nurse, “is wheth­er there wasn’t some oth­er per­son in the world who had a motive for get­ting rid of Mr. Lex­ton, be­sides Dr. Gret­orex. He’s got a sort of an idea that there must have been someone else—someone who’s not been thought of yet—someone whose name didn’t ap­pear in the case.”

			And then was heard a hes­it­at­ing knock on the door, and the maid came in again, look­ing very much sub­dued.

			On the sil­ver sal­ver lay what had be­come Ivy’s daily cable from South Africa.

			She saw a curi­ous look flash over Nurse Brad­field’s face. As a mat­ter of fact, those daily cables were a source of much in­terest and spec­u­la­tion to the house­hold, now com­posed, apart from Ivy, of three wo­men. It was the more mys­ter­i­ous as Mrs. Lex­ton nev­er left those thick tele­grams ly­ing about. The daily cable al­ways dis­ap­peared with­in a com­par­at­ively short time of her re­ceipt of the buff-col­oured en­vel­ope.

			Ivy did not open the en­vel­ope. She put it on a little table by the side of her bed, and went on talk­ing and listen­ing.

			“Every­one in Court ad­mired the way you gave your evid­ence, Mrs. Lex­ton. Mr. Pax­ton-Smith told me you were the best wit­ness he had ever had. In­deed, he said that you were just per­fec­tion! Not too shy, and not too bold. So clear, too! Every word you said could be heard, even where I was sit­ting.”

			And then the speak­er ad­ded, with con­sid­er­able heat, “Some of the people there seemed to me like hy­en­as! Blood—blood—blood—that’s what they wanted, the hor­rid ghouls! Why, there was a man just be­hind me who said he hoped that Sir Joseph would make mince­meat of you—”

			“I know that some of them wanted that,” mur­mured Ivy.

			“The story goes,” went on Nurse Brad­field, “that Dr. Gret­orex begged Sir Joseph to leave you alone.”

			“I won­der if he did?”

			That had not oc­curred to Ivy. But now, of course, she knew this to be al­most cer­tainly the reas­on Sir Joseph had been so—so un­like what every­one had ex­pec­ted him to be.

			And then there did come over her a little glim­mer of grat­it­ude. Yes, Ro­ger cer­tainly loved her. No one would ever care for her as he cared. She re­membered, now, his hav­ing once said that he would go through any tor­ture in or­der to save her a mo­ment’s pain. Well? Poor Ro­ger hadn’t really gone through tor­ture ex­actly—that sort of thing has been giv­en up long ago, luck­ily. Still, it was very touch­ing that, even in his own time of danger, he had thought of her and of her repu­ta­tion.

			After Nurse Brad­field had left the room, and after Ivy’s light break­fast had been brought in and ar­ranged on the bed-table, she broke open Rush­worth’s cable.

			
				My sis­ter died yes­ter­day. Sail­ing for home the day after to­mor­row. Will keep you ad­vised by wire­less of ex­act date of my re­turn. I have been think­ing of you night and day.

			

			Rush­worth com­ing back now, al­most at once? Small won­der that a feel­ing of ec­stasy flooded Ivy Lex­ton’s whole be­ing. She had gone through a ter­rible or­deal, but that which was already in sight would make up for everything.

			She jumped out of bed and locked her door. Then she went over to the fire­place, and watched the flimsy sheets curl up and be­come thin and black in the flames. After the first, she had al­ways burnt each of Rush­worth’s cables as soon as she had read it through. Some­how it seemed to her safer to do so.

			Un­lock­ing the door, she rang for the maid to put on her bath, for she wanted to go out and tele­graph to Miles Rush­worth.

			

			It was half-past ten when Ivy came back to the flat.

			“There’s a young lady to see you in the draw­ing-room, ma’am,” said the maid.

			Ivy walked in­to the room smil­ing, for she ex­pec­ted to see wait­ing for her one of the many wo­men be­long­ing to her old, idle, easy life. Why shouldn’t they go out to­geth­er shop­ping, and then come back to lunch?

			But the smile froze on her face, for it was a stranger who rose and con­fron­ted her. Cer­tainly a stranger, and yet some­how she had a dis­turb­ing feel­ing that she had seen her vis­it­or be­fore, and in dis­agree­able cir­cum­stances.

			Then all at once, with a feel­ing of sharp an­noy­ance, she real­ised that this was the girl who had been sit­ting with Mrs. Gret­orex dur­ing the con­clud­ing hours of Ro­ger’s tri­al yes­ter­day. And when she, Ivy, and Ro­ger’s moth­er had met face to face in a cor­ridor of the Old Bailey, the stranger had been there too.

			“I hope you’ll for­give my com­ing in this way without hav­ing first asked if you would see me,” said En­id Dent. “But the mat­ter is very ur­gent, Mrs. Lex­ton, and the time is short, very short, between now and Ro­ger Gret­orex’s ap­peal, oth­er­wise I feel sure Mrs. Gret­orex would have come her­self. Un­for­tu­nately, she is ill today.”

			As Ivy still said noth­ing, only looked at her with an ex­pres­sion of fear, and yes, of dis­like, on her lovely face, En­id ex­claimed des­per­ately, “I am sure you would do any­thing to help Ro­ger Gret­orex, Mrs. Lex­ton?”

			And then Ivy did what all through her life she had of­ten done, when in doubt. She burst in­to tears.

			“Of course, I’d do any­thing,” she sobbed, “any­thing I could do! But what can I do? I’ve gone through such an aw­ful time. No one knows what I’ve gone through, or how miser­able I’ve been. No one thinks of me!” she ended hys­ter­ic­ally. “I feel as if I hadn’t a friend in the world—”

			En­id went up close to her, and touched her on the arm.

			“I’m so sorry,” she said in a troubled tone. “I know how ter­rible it must have been for you yes­ter­day.”

			She felt ashamed of what she had been led to be­lieve by Mr. Finch an hour ago. It seemed in­cred­ible to her that the poor little creature be­fore her, now trem­bling with emo­tion, could have ac­ted the cruel part Al­fred Finch and Sir Joseph be­lieved she was act­ing, shield­ing the real mur­der­er of her hus­band, and con­demning an in­no­cent man to a fright­ful death.

			Ivy saw that she had made a good im­pres­sion, and she be­came gradu­ally calm.

			Her one ob­ject was to get rid of this tire­some girl quietly. It had been stu­pid, very stu­pid, of the maid to al­low a stranger to come in and wait, without know­ing any­thing of her busi­ness. After all, this girl didn’t look in the least like one of her, Ivy’s, smart friends. En­id looked, to her crit­ic’s prac­tised eyes, a coun­try bump­kin dressed in a plain and by no means ex­pens­ive, if well-cut, coat and skirt.

			“I sup­pose,” she said po­litely, “that you’re poor Mrs. Gret­orex’s com­pan­ion?”

			“Yes,” answered En­id, “I am her com­pan­ion. I’ve known her all my life; and I’m very, very sorry for her.” And then her voice, too, broke.

			“What is it that Mrs. Gret­orex thinks I can do?” asked Ivy in a timor­ous voice.

			As the girl, who was strug­gling with her tears, answered noth­ing to this: “Of course I’d do any­thing if I thought it could be of any good,” she con­cluded.

			And then, sud­denly, she had an in­spir­a­tion.

			“People seem to for­get all about poor Jer­vis,” she said in a hurt tone. “After all, he was my hus­band, and I was very fond of him, Miss—?”

			“Dent,” said the oth­er quietly. “My name is En­id Dent.”

			And then she moved a little farther away from the still fur-clad little fig­ure, for those words, uttered in so pathet­ic a tone, had sud­denly brought Ro­ger be­fore En­id Dent. Ro­ger, God help him, had loved, per­haps still loved, this wo­man.

			“Well, Miss Dent, no one ever thinks now about poor Jer­vis, do they?”

			That had been a re­mark made to Ivy by Pax­ton-Smith a few days ago, and she had been struck by the truth of it.

			En­id felt a tremor of dis­com­fort flash across her burdened heart. It was quite true that though his mys­ter­i­ous death had formed the sub­ject of a great and search­ing in­quiry, none of them, now, gave any thought to Jer­vis Lex­ton, the un­for­tu­nate young man who had cer­tainly been poisoned by someone mas­quer­ad­ing as a friend.

			“I do know how you must feel about that,” she said in a low voice. “But it’s only nat­ur­al for Mrs. Gret­orex, and the friends of Ro­ger Gret­orex, to be think­ing of him rather than of your hus­band, Mrs. Lex­ton. You see, we who have known Ro­ger all his life, are ab­so­lutely con­vinced that he is in­no­cent.”

			And then Ivy, whose nerves were on edge, sud­denly made, in her own im­me­di­ate in­terest, a mis­take.

			“Every­one I see,” she said quickly, de­fens­ively, “feels quite sure that Ro­ger Gret­orex did do it. You must know that, Miss Dent, though of course I wouldn’t say so to his moth­er.”

			“Does that mean that you”—En­id Dent took a step for­ward, and the oth­er in­stinct­ively stepped back as she met the ac­cus­ing look in the girl’s eyes—“your­self are con­vinced of his guilt, Mrs. Lex­ton?”

			“I don’t think you have a right to ask me such a ques­tion!” She uttered the re­buke lightly, pet­tishly.

			Why, oh! why, didn’t this tire­some, dis­agree­able girl go away? She had no busi­ness here. Be­sides, she was only a paid com­pan­ion. Ivy had a great con­tempt for any wo­man earn­ing her own liv­ing in a quiet, hum­drum way.

			A tide of an­ger was rising up in her heart, mak­ing her what she sel­dom was, really angry.

			“It’s a hideous mis­for­tune for me that I ever met Ro­ger Gret­orex!” she ex­claimed. “And yet you heard what I said in the wit­ness-box? I did try, in­deed I did, to help Dr. Gret­orex. What is more—”

			En­id had moved away again. She was stand­ing still now, a look of des­pair on her face.

			“—Mr. Pax­ton-Smith told me I oughtn’t to say a word, and I prom­ised him that I wouldn’t say a word to any­one ever, un­less he was there too!”

			An­ger is very catch­ing, as most of us know, and wrath had also ris­en up in En­id Dent’s heart. How ag­on­ising it was to know that it was this cruel, fool­ish, selfish, silly wo­man who had stolen the man she, En­id, loved, and who, she be­lieved in her heart, had loved her, be­fore some ma­lign fate had thrown him in Mrs. Lex­ton’s way.

			So it was that, when she saw Ivy be­gin sid­ling to­wards the door, with a quick move­ment she flung her­self across the room and stood with her back against it, bar­ring the way.

			“Mrs. Lex­ton?”

			She uttered the oth­er’s name calmly, though she was now shak­ing all over.

			“Yes, Miss Dent? I’m sure no good can come of our go­ing on talk­ing—”

			“Not only do I be­lieve, but cer­tain people, whose opin­ion you no doubt would value far more than mine, be­lieve too, that you know Ro­ger Gret­orex to be in­no­cent!” cried En­id. “They are con­vinced that you are well aware who it was who craft­ily, cruelly, secretly poisoned your hus­band. I warn you here and now, that if that is true, the truth is go­ing to be dis­covered!”

			She stopped, ashamed of, and frightened at, her own emo­tion. She felt now, as if it were someone else who had uttered that pas­sion­ate warn­ing.

			Ivy Lex­ton sud­denly gave a stifled cry. Tot­ter­ing for­ward she sank down on a chair, and, moan­ing, covered her face with her hands.

			All at once, she could not have said why, per­haps it was a glimpse she caught of Ivy Lex­ton’s con­vulsed face, there flashed in­to the girl’s mind a cer­tain dread sus­pi­cion; and much that had seemed in­ex­plic­able sud­denly be­came clear.

			Ivy slipped off the chair on to the floor, and lay there quite still.

			En­id Dent opened the door.

			“I am afraid,” she said quietly to the maid who had been in the hall ob­vi­ously listen­ing to what was go­ing on in­side the draw­ing-room, “that Mrs. Lex­ton has fain­ted.”

			As the scared-look­ing young wo­man went to call Nurse Brad­field, who was then pack­ing, for she was about to go on to a new case, En­id left the flat and, without wait­ing for the lift, she ran down the stairs.

			Hail­ing a tax­icab she threw the driver her ad­dress in Ebury Street. She felt ex­traordin­ar­ily ex­cited, car­ried out of her­self. Con­sciously she longed for the man who was driv­ing her to go faster—faster! At last he drew up; she paid him off, put the latch­key in the lock, and then, shak­ing with ex­cite­ment, she walked straight in­to the room where Mrs. Gret­orex was still ly­ing back in the big arm­chair.

			“I think I know now,” she said in a stifled voice, “who poisoned Jer­vis Lex­ton, and you and I, Mrs. Gret­orex, must try and think of a way in which we can get proof, proof—proof!”

			Mrs. Gret­orex looked up at the girl.

			“Who is it you now sus­pect?” she asked slowly, “of hav­ing poisoned Jer­vis Lex­ton?”

			En­id hes­it­ated for a mo­ment, then she said in a low voice, “His wife.”

			“I have felt al­most sure, from the first, that Ivy Lex­ton poisoned her hus­band,” said Mrs. Gret­orex quietly.

			Then she rose and, com­ing quite close up to the girl, she ad­ded: “What is more, I am con­vinced that Ro­ger knows the truth now. That is the real reas­on why he begged Sir Joseph Mol­loy to be very care­ful as to what ques­tions he put to Mrs. Lex­ton in his cross-ex­am­in­a­tion.”

			Mrs. Gret­orex took En­id’s hand.

			“You and I be­lieve this ter­rible thing of Ivy Lex­ton. But it can do Ro­ger no good to say what we be­lieve. It would, even, prob­ably, do him harm.”

			“Does Mr. Oram know that you think her guilty?”

			“Yes,” said Ro­ger’s moth­er, and she sighed. “I told him just be­fore the tri­al opened. He begged me most earn­estly to put any idea of the kind out of my mind, as he felt con­vinced I was wrong. He poin­ted out to me that there was not what he called an iota of evid­ence con­nect­ing Mrs. Lex­ton with the crime. In fact, I saw that I dropped very very much in his es­tim­a­tion as a sens­ible wo­man when I told him of my more than sus­pi­cion, of my ab­so­lute con­vic­tion, that Mrs. Lex­ton had had some all-power­ful motive for wish­ing her hus­band dead.”

			“Surely we can dis­cov­er what that was?”

			Mrs. Gret­orex shook her head. “She cer­tainly did not wish to marry Ro­ger—of that I feel quite sure. I hoped against hope that some­thing might come out while Sir Joseph Mol­loy cross-ex­amined her. But, of course, noth­ing did come out, and it is my con­vic­tion, En­id, that noth­ing ever will.”

			

			That same day the fact that Ro­ger Gret­orex had made up his mind not to ap­peal ap­peared in the late edi­tions of the even­ing pa­pers. “It will only pro­long the agony for my moth­er,” he had said to Mr. Oram. “And as for me, I am suf­fi­ciently a cow­ard to long for it to be all over.”

			And so they all—those who loved Ro­ger, and she who feared him, to­geth­er with the myri­ads of men and wo­men who re­garded him as a cal­lous mur­der­er, and who hoped that he would fi­nally con­fess his crime—waited for the end.

		
	
		
			XIX

			And now there were but two days—to be ac­cur­ate, but two nights—to the date fixed for Ro­ger Gret­orex’s ex­e­cu­tion. All those to whom the mat­ter was of grave mo­ment had giv­en up hope, and, to the great re­lief of each mem­ber of what may be de­scribed as the out­side circle of those con­cerned in the still mys­ter­i­ous story, there was some­thing sto­ic in the resig­na­tion and self-con­trol of both the moth­er and the son.

			But En­id Dent showed many signs of the strain and agony she was en­dur­ing, and Sir Joseph Mol­loy felt quite un­like his power­ful, jovi­al self. Even against his bet­ter judg­ment he still felt con­vinced that an aw­ful mis­car­riage of justice was go­ing to be en­acted. His con­vic­tion ac­tu­ally af­fected the nerves of Sir Ed­ward Law, the Home Sec­ret­ary, who happened, un­for­tu­nately for him­self, to be one of Sir Joseph’s old­est friends.

			Sir Ed­ward hoped most fer­vently that Gret­orex would make a last-mo­ment con­fes­sion. Not that the Home Sec­ret­ary really doubted the fact of the young man’s guilt. But he felt the kind of anxi­ety which must pos­sess any sens­it­ive, con­scien­tious hu­man be­ing who has the oner­ous gift of life in his hand, if he knows that the mind of a friend he trusts as deeply as he did trust Sir Joseph’s power­ful mind, is con­vinced of a con­demned man’s in­no­cence.

			The ex­e­cu­tion had been fixed for a Thursday. De­lib­er­ately Sir Joseph ar­ranged to cross to Cal­ais on the Wed­nes­day in or­der to meet his wife, who was com­ing back the next day from the south of France.

			Though Lady Mol­loy was an in­val­id, a tiny, fra­gile little body, and no longer young, her hus­band ad­ored her, and when he was par­ted from “the wo­man who owned him,” as he some­times oddly ex­pressed it, he seemed at times only half him­self. His Eileen, so he told him­self now, would know how to heal the ache at his heart.

			For one thing, Lady Mol­loy was deeply re­li­gious in a happy child­like way. Heav­en seemed to her a beau­ti­ful place, just hard by, and so she would nat­ur­ally view Ro­ger Gret­orex’s ter­rible mode of exit from life as the cer­tain gate­way to a hap­pi­er ex­ist­ence than he could have hoped for on this earth.

			

			“The day after to­mor­row—the day after to­mor­row.”

			Those four words seemed to beat them­selves on En­id Dent’s brain. Some­times would come a vari­ant—“What can be done, surely some­thing can be done, be­fore the day after to­mor­row?”

			Early on the Tues­day morn­ing she wandered out of doors and walked for miles in the cold, still empty streets. At last she went in­to West­min­ster Ab­bey for a while, and then in­to the vast Cath­ol­ic Cathed­ral. But she found she could not pray. She felt as if aban­doned by God, as well as by man.

			Re­luct­antly, she at last turned her feet to­wards Ebury Street. She shrank from see­ing Mrs. Gret­orex. To En­id there was some­thing hor­ribly un­nat­ur­al in the calmness and ap­pear­ance of strength shown by Ro­ger’s moth­er. It was, as the girl knew, by Ro­ger’s plainly ex­pressed de­sire that they were go­ing home to­mor­row down to Sus­sex. By his wish, also, they would be in the par­ish church, which was ac­tu­ally an en­clave in the grounds at­tached to what was still his house, when nine o’clock struck out his hour of doom on Thursday.

			As En­id came in to their sit­ting-room Mrs. Gret­orex held out an open let­ter.

			“This has just reached me—sent on from Mr. Oram’s of­fice this morn­ing. It’s from the old wo­man who used to look after Ro­ger.” And as the oth­er took it from her, “Rather a touch­ing let­ter, but I don’t feel I can bring my­self to go to Ferry Place, my dear. I went there once, and spent such a happy, happy day with Ro­ger. This Mrs. Hunt­ley waited on us. Per­haps you will go in­stead of me? See what she says.”

			En­id took the let­ter, and this is what she read:

			
				
					6 Ferry Place.

					Tues­day.

				
				Dear Madam,

				I don’t know what to do about the doc­tor’s things, and I should be glad if you could spare time to come here. Also there is some­thing on my mind that I’d like to tell you, Mrs. Gret­orex. But I gave my word, I even swore my oath to the doc­tor not to. So per­haps I oughtn’t to.

				I’ve tried to keep everything tidy, but the po­lice pulled everything about so.

				
					Yours re­spect­fully,

					Ber­tha Hunt­ley.

				
			

			“I won­der what she wants to tell you?”

			“I can form a shrewd guess,” said Mrs. Gret­orex in a low voice.

			The girl looked at her with eager eyes. “It may be some­thing tre­mend­ously im­port­ant,” she ex­claimed.

			The older wo­man shook her head.

			“It might have had a cer­tain im­port­ance be­fore the tri­al, but it would have no im­port­ance now. I have no doubt that what Mrs. Hunt­ley wants to tell me is—”

			Then she hes­it­ated, for Mrs. Gret­orex was an old-fash­ioned gen­tle­wo­man, who con­sidered that cer­tain things which un­for­tu­nately do hap­pen in life should not be dwelt on, much less men­tioned, by “nice” wo­men.

			“What do you mean, Mrs. Gret­orex? Do tell me!”

			The girl was look­ing at her with per­plexed, un­happy eyes. Per­haps, after all, it would be bet­ter to tell her the truth? It might cause her to for­get Ro­ger more quickly than she could oth­er­wise do.

			“I have very little doubt, En­id, that Mrs. Lex­ton, at one time, of­ten went to Ferry Place. Nat­ur­ally Ro­ger bound the old wo­man to si­lence. He may have even made her swear that she would nev­er re­veal a fact so dam­aging to Ivy Lex­ton’s repu­ta­tion. I don’t know if a know­ledge of what I feel sure was the truth would have made any dif­fer­ence, one way or the oth­er, at the tri­al. In any case, it won’t make any dif­fer­ence now.”

			“May I go off to Ferry Place now?” asked En­id eagerly.

			“Do, if you like. But be care­ful what you say, child.” She gazed in­to the girl’s flushed face. “I think we ought to do what we know Ro­ger would wish us to do—and not to do.”

			And then, with a slight break in her even voice, she quoted the fine line—“For si­lence is most noble to the end.”

			

			As En­id Dent walked with what, to one passing her, would have ap­peared to be the happy, eager steps of youth to­wards Ferry Place, she more than once felt strongly in­clined to turn back.

			The thought of go­ing to the house where Ro­ger Gret­orex had lived and worked dur­ing the months when he and she had be­come so en­tirely es­tranged was bit­ter to her. Also, she now had to en­dure the in­cess­ant talk­ing and the kindly meant, but to her al­most in­tol­er­able, sym­pathy of the land­lady of Mrs. Gret­orex’s lodgings. The thought that she would now en­dure more sym­pathy, and more gar­rulous talk, on the part of Mrs. Hunt­ley was well nigh un­en­dur­able. Why not go back and write a nice let­ter to the old wo­man, ex­plain­ing that Mrs. Gret­orex was ill, but wished Mrs. Hunt­ley to know how deep was her grat­it­ude for everything she had done for her dear son?

			And then, just as she was go­ing to turn around, En­id felt ashamed of her strained nerves. If this old wo­man had been fond of Ro­ger, then she must be very un­happy now.

			She had to ask the way twice to Ferry Place, and each time she asked the ques­tion she saw a pe­cu­li­ar look come over the stranger’s face, show­ing, plainly enough, that he had re­called the fact that this was where Ro­ger Gret­orex had lived, the man who had com­mit­ted murder for the sake of the wo­man he loved. The name of the ob­scure thor­ough­fare had been con­stantly men­tioned, ban­died to and fro, dur­ing Gret­orex’s tri­al.

			En­id soon found the double row of shabby little houses. It was strange to re­mem­ber that Ro­ger had lived for over a year in this sor­did-look­ing place.

			She walked slowly down the middle of the road­way till she reached No. 6. It looked just a little clean­er and “bet­ter class” than the houses on each side of it.

			She knocked, and the door was opened al­most at once, re­veal­ing a grey-haired, sad-faced old wo­man, who, be­fore the vis­it­or could speak, said sharply, “You’ve made a mis­take. No one lives here now.”

			“I’ve come from Mrs. Gret­orex,” said En­id in a low voice.

			And then the door, which had been nearly closed in her face, was opened widely.

			“Come in, miss. Come in, do!” and the old wo­man opened a door to the left, and showed the vis­it­or in­to what had been Ro­ger Gret­orex’s con­sult­ing-room. It was bare and poor-look­ing, but the girl, with a stab of pain, saw at once a small piece of fur­niture which had al­ways stood in what was still called “the day nurs­ery” at An­chor­ford Hall.

			“Mrs. Gret­orex is ill, or she would have come her­self. But she has giv­en me a mes­sage for you, Mrs. Hunt­ley. She wishes me to tell you how grate­ful—how grate­ful—”

			And then all at once En­id Dent broke down, and burst in­to a storm of tears.

			She had not so “let her­self go,” at any rate not in the day­time, since the end of Ro­ger Gret­orex’s tri­al. But some­how now, with this stranger, she didn’t care. It was such a com­fort to have a good cry, and some­thing seemed to tell her that this sad, anxious-look­ing old wo­man would un­der­stand, and sym­path­ise with, her grief.

			Mrs. Hunt­ley pushed the sob­bing girl gently down in­to the worn leath­er arm­chair in which Gret­orex would some­times put a del­ic­ate-look­ing wo­man pa­tient—the sort of pa­tient who did not care to go in­to the sur­gery.

			“I sup­pose,” said Mrs. Hunt­ley in a troubled voice, “that you was the doc­tor’s young lady, miss?”

			It some­how com­for­ted En­id to hear those simple words, uttered in so quiet, if pity­ing a tone.

			“I think I was,” she sobbed. “In­deed, I am sure I was—though that was a long time ago, Mrs. Hunt­ley.”

			“I know,” came the low-toned an­swer. And the old wo­man did know, per­haps bet­ter than any­one else in the world, why Ro­ger Gret­orex had left off think­ing of the girl who now sat, the pic­ture of des­pair, be­fore her.

			En­id sud­denly got up. She dabbed her eyes with her handker­chief.

			“And now,” she said, “let me de­liv­er the rest of my mes­sage, Mrs. Hunt­ley. Mrs. Gret­orex knows how good you were to her son, and she wants me to tell you that a little later on she would like you to come down to An­chor­ford, for she does want to see you.”

			“Later on?” echoed the old wo­man in a strange voice. “But that would be too late, miss. I has to see Mrs. Gret­orex today for it to be of any good. Can’t you take me to her? Not that I likes to leave the house alone. I nev­er do leave it—not since I got the mes­sage from Mr. Oram that I was to re­gard my­self as care­taker, that is.”

			“I am afraid you can’t see Mrs. Gret­orex today,” said En­id firmly. “But I’ll give her any mes­sage, and—and you can trust me, Mrs. Hunt­ley, you really can!”

			“I won­der if I can? I won­der if I dare?”

			“Have you any­thing to say that we don’t already know?” she asked.

			“Yes, I have, miss. But in telling it I may be do­ing wrong.”

			“D’you mean some­thing about Dr. Gret­orex? Some­thing that might, even now, make a dif­fer­ence?”

			“I don’t know. I can’t tell. I fear me it may be too late.”

			“Let me judge of that,” said En­id Dent.

			She had be­come quiet, col­lec­ted, though she was filled with a feel­ing of sus­pense and, she dared not call it “hope.”

			“Shall I tell you?” said Mrs. Hunt­ley as if ask­ing her­self the ques­tion. And then, all at once, she answered it, “Yes, surely I will!”

			

			Al­fred Finch was read­ing a copy of an old com­plic­ated will. But though he was try­ing to con­cen­trate on the busi­ness in hand, he found his mind stray­ing per­sist­ently to the pris­on cell where Ro­ger Gret­orex sat wait­ing for the morn­ing of the day after to­mor­row. For one thing, he had heard by a side wind that the ward­er who had Gret­orex in his spe­cial charge be­lieved him in­no­cent, and this made a great im­pres­sion on him. That ward­er had had charge of over thirty men con­demned to death, and this was the first time he had ever be­lieved one of them to have been in­no­cent of the crime for which he was to suf­fer death.

			The tele­phone bell at his el­bow rang.

			“Miss Dent is on the line, Mr. Finch. Can you speak to her? She says it’s very ur­gent.”

			“Put her through at once.”

			And then he heard an eager, quiv­er­ing voice, “Is that Mr. Finch? Can you come at once, Mr. Finch, to 6 Ferry Place? I be­lieve I’ve got some new evid­ence.”

			“New evid­ence?”

			Mr. Finch, though he was alone, shook his head. Had he not him­self done everything that was in the power of mor­tal man to pro­cure new evid­ence in the last three weeks, and had he not en­tirely failed?

			“I don’t wish to say more over the tele­phone, but can you come now, at once, to take a state­ment from Dr. Gret­orex’s day maid, Mrs. Hunt­ley?”

			Mrs. Hunt­ley? Why, that was the old care­taker wo­man! He re­membered dis­tinctly read­ing over the re­cord of her short, col­our­less, un­im­port­ant in­ter­view with In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton.

			Mrs. Hunt­ley could have noth­ing new to say of the slight­est value. Stop, though—she prob­ably knew cer­tain facts which might have been re­garded as greatly to Mrs. Lex­ton’s dis­cred­it, had they come out at the tri­al. Facts which would cer­tainly have ad­ded pun­gency to Sir Joseph Mol­loy’s speech for the de­fence. But Mrs. Hunt­ley could have noth­ing to re­veal that could make any real dif­fer­ence, now, to the fate of Ro­ger Gret­orex.

			How­ever, if only be­cause he had come to like and re­spect Mrs. Gret­orex’s young friend, Mr. Finch made up his mind he would do what En­id Dent de­sired.

			“I’ll be with you with­in twenty minutes,” he called out.

			“Be as quick as you can. I’m so frightened, Mr. Finch.”

			“Frightened?” he re­peated, sur­prised.

			“Yes.” The voice dropped. “Sup­pos­ing Mrs. Hunt­ley were to die, sud­denly, be­fore you’ve heard what she’s got to say? I dare not tell you what it is over the tele­phone. But it is very im­port­ant—”

			Now Mr. Finch thought so little of what he was go­ing to do, and, pre­sum­ably, hear, that he simply left word for Mr. Oram that he had had to go out. And when he reached West­min­ster, he did not dis­miss his tax­icab; he left it at the end of Ferry Place.

			En­id Dent stood wait­ing for him at the open door of the little house, and he noted at once the strained, ex­cited look on her face.

			Had she been a young man, and not a young wo­man, Al­fred Finch would have ex­claimed, “Come, come! What’s all this poth­er about?” But as it was, he looked at her very kindly, and made up his mind that he would “let her down” as gently as might be.

			“I hope she’ll tell you all she told me,” mur­mured En­id as he shut the door. “Mrs. Lex­ton told a lie when she said she had nev­er been here but once, and then with a wo­man friend. Mrs. Hunt­ley swore to Ro­ger Gret­orex that she would say noth­ing about that, and she feels that she is break­ing her oath. But I doubt if she real­ises her­self the fear­ful im­port­ance of some­thing else she told me, some­thing Ro­ger may sus­pect, but which only she ac­tu­ally saw.”

			And then she opened the door of the con­sult­ing-room.

			Mrs. Hunt­ley was sit­ting all in a heap in a chair, star­ing be­fore her. She looked up when the two came in, but she did not get up.

			“Here is Mr. Finch. I want you to tell him ex­actly what you told me.”

			“You tell him, miss,” muttered the old wo­man. “I’ve told you everything and—and I feels very up­set.”

			“Mrs. Hunt­ley is ready to swear,” said En­id quietly, “that she once found Mrs. Lex­ton alone in the sur­gery here, with a jar la­belled ar­sen­ic stand­ing on the table be­fore her.”

			Al­fred Finch, startled, looked hard at the old wo­man. Was she telling the truth, or had she in­ven­ted this in­geni­ous story?

			“When did that hap­pen?” he asked quietly. “Is there any way in which you can fix the date of that oc­cur­rence, Mrs. Hunt­ley?”

			She looked up at him. “Yes,” she said dully. “ ’Twas the last time Mrs. Lex­ton ever had sup­per here. The doc­tor got a mes­sen­ger boy, and sent him up to a grand shop in Pic­ca­dilly for some cold fish—sole, I thinks it was—done up in a new­fangled fash­ion. Also there was a game pie, like­wise an ice.”

			“But how does that fix the date in your mind?” asked Al­fred Finch rather im­pa­tiently.

			“I can’t fix it. But you could, sir, from the mes­sen­ger boys’ of­fice. I heard one of them boys once tell the doc­tor that they kep’ all their re­ceipts. ’Twas early last sum­mer when that happened.”

			He felt sud­denly con­vinced that she at least be­lieved she was telling the truth.

			“The last time Mrs. Lex­ton had sup­per here?” It was that state­ment which in a sense im­pressed him. And had he been an­oth­er kind of man he would un­doubtedly have ex­plained, “But you your­self signed a state­ment de­clar­ing that Mrs. Lex­ton had nev­er been here, at 6 Ferry Place, ex­cept­ing on one oc­ca­sion to tea?”

			But, in­stead of say­ing that, he ob­served en­cour­agingly, “Now listen to me, Mrs. Hunt­ley. You say, I no­tice, ‘the last time.’ Would Mrs. Lex­ton have been here to sup­per as many, say, as three or four times?”

			“Much of­ten­er than that!” ex­claimed the old wo­man, rous­ing her­self. “At one time, Mrs. Lex­ton was here con­stant. She’d come in just for ten minutes. ’Noth­er time, maybe, for a couple of hours. She’d phone first, to see if the doc­tor’ud be in. Mostly I couldn’t help know­ing about it, though the doc­tor al­ways made an ex­cuse to get me out of the place be­fore she come.”

			“And on that last oc­ca­sion, what ex­actly was it that happened? Are you sure this jar of ar­sen­ic was on the table, in front of Mrs. Lex­ton?”

			In his eager­ness he came and flung him­self across a chair, close to the old wo­man.

			“I’m sure ’twas there, though I don’t know how it come there, ex­cept­ing that the doc­tor had maybe some medi­cine to make up. I come in to clear up, and as I puts my key in the sur­gery door—that’s our back-way in, sir—she didn’t hear me. When she did, she was aw­fully put about. I begged her par­don, and I went away. And when I come round to the front of the house, I saw the doc­tor let­ting a man out. That was why Mrs. Lex­ton was alone, then, in the sur­gery. She was wait­ing for the doc­tor, maybe to get her a cab. He of­ten did that.”

			“I sup­pose you can give me noth­ing that would af­ford any cor­rob­or­a­tion as to what you have just told me? I mean that would make any­one know that you are now telling the truth? I be­lieve you, Mrs. Hunt­ley, but you know that, in a mat­ter of this sort, be­lief doesn’t go very far. People want proof.”

			“I knows that. But I can’t say no more than I have said.”

			“Is there noth­ing? Think, Mrs. Hunt­ley!” ex­claimed En­id Dent. “Did you nev­er tell any­one out­side that you’d found Mrs. Lex­ton in the sur­gery un­der such curi­ous cir­cum­stances?”

			“I give the doc­tor my word I’d nev­er tell on either of them. He said I could do a great thing for him in do­ing that, and I’ve kep’ my word till today.”

			And then Al­fred Finch had some­thing like an in­spir­a­tion.

			“Of course, I know the po­lice made a thor­ough search of this house,” he ob­served. “But I ask my­self, Mrs. Hunt­ley, if they over­looked any­thing—any­thing in the way of a let­ter or let­ters?” And he looked very hard at the old wo­man.

			Mrs. Hunt­ley blinked at him, and for the first time she looked un­easy and ashamed.

			“I’ve got sum­mat,” she said in a low re­luct­ant voice. “Sum­mat I’ve no busi­ness to have. It’s two love-let­ters Mrs. Lex­ton wrote to the doc­tor. As was his way, poor young gen­tle­man, he tore them up in little pieces, and—”

			“You pieced them to­geth­er,” ob­served Mr. Finch pleas­antly.

			En­id Dent gave a gasp, as he went on:

			“If you can pro­duce those let­ters, I think I can prom­ise you, Mrs. Hunt­ley, that Dr. Gret­orex will not hang the day after to­mor­row. They, to­geth­er with a sworn state­ment made by you be­fore a Com­mis­sion­er of Oaths, will provide what is called ‘new evid­ence.’ I want you to go with me now in­to the sur­gery, to tell me ex­actly where Mrs. Lex­ton was stand­ing when you sur­prised her. You are sure that she was alone?” he ad­ded quickly.

			“She was quite alone,” said Mrs. Hunt­ley pos­it­ively. “I come in softly like, and there she was! I can show you ex­actly where she was stand­ing.”

			She got up and led the way down the pas­sage, and through the two doors which shut off the sur­gery from the house.

			“Is everything here just as it was?” asked Mr. Finch quickly.

			“No, sir. They took away everything as was in that cup­board, but they left the books.”

			He glanced up at the row of shabby volumes in the hanging book­case, but made no com­ment.

			“Is that the same table where stood the jar la­belled ar­sen­ic?”

			Mrs. Hunt­ley put her work-worn hand on a cer­tain spot on the deal table.

			“The jar was here; the light was full on it, and I saw it plain as plain.”

			And then she ac­ted, or, rather, en­acted, the scene with some spir­it, mak­ing En­id Dent stand ex­actly where Ivy Lex­ton had stood.

			“I no­ticed par­tic­u­lar how she was dressed,” she went on eagerly. “She al­ways dressed very dainty-like, lovely clothes they was! And she had the most pe­cu­li­ar look­ing bag I ever did see. ’Twas ex­actly like moth­er-of-pearl. Lovely it was! I no­ticed it when she turned round. Says she, ‘Why, Mrs. Hunt­ley, how you did startle me,’ or some­thing like that, sir.”

			Al­fred Finch was writ­ing down every word that came out of her mouth. He was one of those men who nev­er lose a chance, and he had in­ven­ted a kind of short­hand for him­self. Everything the wo­man had said since he had come in­to the room had been put on re­cord by him.

			“And now,” he said quietly, “I’ll trouble you to show me those two let­ters.”

			Finch no­ticed that Mrs. Hunt­ley gave just an im­per­cept­ible glance to­wards the girl who stood a little aside, gaz­ing in­to va­cancy, as if her thoughts were far away, as in­deed they were—with Ro­ger Gret­orex in his pris­on cell.

			“Yes, sir, I’ll go and get the let­ters, but I do hope Dr. Gret­orex won’t ever know I did such a thing as that, sir? I was very at­tached to the doc­tor, and that made me feel curi­ous, I sup­pose. I oughtn’t to have ac­ted so, sir; I knew I was do­ing wrong.”

			“All I can say now is, thank God you did do wrong, Mrs. Hunt­ley! But don’t you worry—we won’t let him ever know you did what you did. After all, any­one who found those pieces might have put them to­geth­er, eh? Why people don’t burn com­prom­ising doc­u­ments al­ways beats me! I’ve got a cab at the end of the street, and I want you to come along this very minute to a Com­mis­sion­er of Oaths. I’ve got all you’ve told me in black and white. You’ll only have just to re­peat word for word what I’ve got down here be­fore the gen­tle­man, and then swear it’s true.”

			“But do you think I ought to leave the house, sir?”

			“We can leave Miss Dent here, while I go on to your place to get those let­ters.”

			When, with­in a quarter of an hour, the three were stand­ing out­side the queer little of­fice of a Com­mis­sion­er of Oaths, with whom Al­fred Finch happened to be ac­quain­ted, Mr. Finch said some­thing which sur­prised En­id Dent. “I think you’d bet­ter not come in here with us,” he muttered. “You see, it’s bet­ter, in such a case, to have the wit­ness alone. Pre­vents her be­ing nervous.”

			She did not guess the truth, which was that, in the few minutes he had been away with the old wo­man, she had spoken more freely than she had cared to do be­fore the girl whom she re­garded as Gret­orex’s “young lady.” And some of the things she had then told him Al­fred Finch de­term­ined should be em­bod­ied in her stat­utory de­clar­a­tion. Mr. Finch was keenly alive to the value of pre­ju­dice. He was aware that the Home Sec­ret­ary was a man of ri­gid, some would have said too ri­gid, mor­al prin­ciple.

			So it was with con­sid­er­able sat­is­fac­tion that he had ex­claimed, after read­ing through the two let­ters, “My word! Mrs. Lex­ton’s what I call a hot cup of tea. Eh? Mrs. Hunt­ley?”

			Sol­emnly she had nod­ded her head. She had al­ways known that such was the fact, though she wouldn’t per­haps have put it in just those words, for she was a re­fined, del­ic­ate-natured old wo­man.

		
	
		
			XX

			The morn­ing after these events had taken place, the Home Sec­ret­ary, Sir Ed­ward Law, was mov­ing about his fine room in White­hall. He felt rest­less and thor­oughly ill at ease, and that, al­though he was a states­man noted for his calm and cool tem­pera­ment.

			With­in a few mo­ments from now he ex­pec­ted his door to open and three per­sons to be shown in. First there would be a so­li­cit­or named John Oram, whose name he vaguely knew as that of a man of the highest stand­ing in his pro­fes­sion, and who, the year be­fore, had been Pres­id­ent of the Law So­ci­ety. Mr. Oram was the leg­al ad­viser of Ro­ger Gret­orex, a man con­victed of murder, whose ex­e­cu­tion had been fixed to take place the fol­low­ing morn­ing at nine o’clock. Then Sir Joseph Mol­loy, the most fam­ous ad­voc­ate of the day, known by the cyn­ic­ally minded as “the mur­der­er’s friend,” who had de­fen­ded Ro­ger Gret­orex at the Old Bailey would ac­com­pany Mr. Oram, though his pres­ence could not be re­garded as be­ing quite in or­der. How­ever, Sir Joseph was a very old friend of the Home Sec­ret­ary, and he had pleaded ur­gently to be al­lowed to come this morn­ing. The Judge, Mr. Justice May­hew, who had tried Ro­ger Gret­orex, was the third vis­it­or ex­pec­ted, his pres­ence at the forth­com­ing con­fer­ence be­ing, very prop­erly, re­garded as es­sen­tial.

			An odd thing had happened only the pre­vi­ous day in con­nec­tion with this Gret­orex case. Sir Ed­ward Law had re­ceived an en­vel­ope, marked “Private,” and con­tain­ing a let­ter signed “Ro­ger Gret­orex.” With it, a plain piece of pa­per bore the fol­low­ing words: “The en­closed was writ­ten to Mrs. Lex­ton only last Novem­ber, after the be­gin­ning of Jer­vis Lex­ton’s ill­ness. It reads like the let­ter of an in­no­cent man.”

			That touch­ing, in its way noble, love-let­ter had much im­pressed him, and had ad­ded a note of real mys­tery to a story with all the de­tails of which he was by now pain­fully fa­mil­i­ar.

			At last Sir Ed­ward stopped in front of his writ­ing-table. There, in a place by them­selves, stood five white cards. Each was marked with a name and a date; and they formed a per­petu­al re­mind­er that four men and one wo­man were now ly­ing un­der sen­tence of death. For the date on each of those death-cards was the day on which the per­son named was to suf­fer the last pen­alty of the law.

			The Home Sec­ret­ary’s eyes be­came fixed on the card bear­ing the name of Ro­ger Gret­orex, the young man of gentle birth who had been sen­tenced to death at the Old Bailey for the murder of one Jer­vis Lex­ton. And, as he gazed at the rather un­usu­al name, the Min­is­ter, in whose hands the fate of these men and one wo­man still re­posed, asked him­self, with a tight­en­ing of the heart, wheth­er Sir Joseph Mol­loy might not be right after all in his be­lief that there had been a grave mis­car­riage of justice.

			Sir Ed­ward Law was a man with a high sense of duty. At first he had nat­ur­ally ac­cep­ted the ver­dict at the tri­al as con­clus­ive of Gret­orex’s guilt, and he had daily ex­pec­ted to hear the news that there had been a full con­fes­sion, es­pe­cially after he learnt that the con­demned man had re­fused to enter an ap­peal. But he had been un­will­ingly im­pressed by Sir Joseph Mol­loy’s strong con­vic­tion of his cli­ent’s in­no­cence, and now he un­der­stood that cer­tain ex­traordin­ary new evid­ence was to be laid be­fore him this morn­ing, at what was in­deed the el­ev­enth hour.

			That was why, as late as the day be­fore, the Home Sec­ret­ary had con­scien­tiously read once more all the doc­u­ments, and they were many, con­nec­ted with what had been called “The Lex­ton Mys­tery.” He had felt it to be his plain duty thus to pre­pare him­self for the crit­ic­al ex­am­in­a­tion which it would be his busi­ness to ap­ply to this new evid­ence.

			And yet? And yet, he could not ima­gine what new evid­ence could pos­sibly be ad­duced of a nature strong enough to up­set the ap­par­ently con­clus­ive case built up against Ro­ger Gret­orex at the tri­al.

			

			The door opened, and Sir Ed­ward’s prin­cip­al private sec­ret­ary came in.

			“Sir Joseph Mol­loy to see you, sir, by ap­point­ment. And there is an­oth­er man with him.”

			Thus an­nounced, Sir Joseph Mol­loy, who was fol­lowed by Al­fred Finch, entered the room and, after greet­ing his old friend, the Home Sec­ret­ary, came at once to busi­ness.

			“Mr. Oram is un­for­tu­nately ill, so I have ven­tured to bring in his stead his head clerk, Mr. Finch, who has had all the threads of the Gret­orex case in his hands. In­deed, it is to Mr. Finch that I be­lieve we owe the proof of a fear­ful mis­car­riage of justice. I hope he will be able to con­vince you, Sir Ed­ward, of the in­no­cence of his most un­for­tu­nate cli­ent, Ro­ger Gret­orex. ‘Murder, though it hath no tongue, will speak!’ ” ad­ded Sir Joseph in a dra­mat­ic tone.

			The Home Sec­ret­ary slightly raised his eye­brows. Sir Joseph was go­ing just a little bit too fast, as he some­times did, es­pe­cially when he had any kind of audi­ence. But the fam­ous ad­voc­ate real­ised that he was not go­ing quite the right way to work, for quickly he changed his tone:

			“I think, Sir Ed­ward, that after you have seen the stat­utory de­clar­a­tion made by a cer­tain per­son who was closely con­nec­ted with Gret­orex’s Lon­don life, as well as oth­er new evid­ence which Mr. Finch is about to lay be­fore you, you will agree that there is a strong case for, at any rate, the post­pone­ment of Ro­ger Gret­orex’s ex­e­cu­tion.”

			And then the door of the room opened again, and the Judge who had tried the Lex­ton case came in.

			Mr. Justice May­hew ap­peared out­wardly his usu­al calm and dig­ni­fied self. But with­in he was full of in­terest, and even a cer­tain ex­cite­ment. Un­like the Home Sec­ret­ary, he thought noth­ing of Sir Joseph Mol­loy’s be­lief in his cli­ent’s in­no­cence; what had pro­foundly im­pressed him had been the con­demned man’s re­fus­al to ap­peal.

			A few mo­ments later the three men—for Al­fred Finch was stand­ing a little aside, he had done his part and he knew the doc­u­ments which he had brought with him al­most by heart—were gaz­ing with in­tense curi­os­ity at Mrs. Hunt­ley’s stat­utory de­clar­a­tion. Each, in turn, read the pas­ted-up frag­ments of Ivy Lex­ton’s two pas­sion­ate love-let­ters. They be­longed to an early peri­od of her friend­ship with Ro­ger Gret­orex, and each let­ter pro­posed a meet­ing at Ferry Place. On each oc­ca­sion she had chosen an even­ing, or rather a night, when her hus­band was to be with an old friend who had a fish­ing place some way from Lon­don.

			And then the Home Sec­ret­ary took out of a draw­er, and handed to the Judge, Gret­orex’s own piteous let­ter to Ivy Lex­ton, the let­ter which had re­mained so long hid­den in Mrs. Ber­wick’s desk.

			It took quite a little while for Sir Ed­ward Law and Mr. Justice May­hew to make them­selves fully ac­quain­ted with what had been laid be­fore them. And then they looked at one an­oth­er in si­lence for a mo­ment. As for Sir Joseph, he wisely said noth­ing, though he was long­ing in­tensely to ex­press some­thing of the tri­umph and ex­ulta­tion which filled his heart.

			“I read a full re­port of the case over again yes­ter­day,” said the Home Sec­ret­ary. “There seemed to me, then, no doubt as to the guilt of Ro­ger Gret­orex. But this Mrs. Hunt­ley’s re­port of what she swears she saw the very day be­fore, it is now as­cer­tained, Jer­vis Lex­ton had his first at­tack of ill­ness, does, I ad­mit, en­tirely al­ter the com­plex­ion of everything. But I should not have at­tached very great im­port­ance to a state­ment which rests on the word of one per­son, who, if she tells the truth now, cer­tainly lied be­fore, had we not also these three let­ters. They prove that Mrs. Lex­ton has com­mit­ted gross per­jury.”

			As the two men he was ad­dress­ing re­mained si­lent, he went on: “I sup­pose the po­lice made a thor­ough search of the flat in which Jer­vis Lex­ton met his death?”

			And then all at once Al­fred Finch took a hand.

			“No, Sir Ed­ward, the flat was not searched,” he answered de­fer­en­tially.

			“Are you sure of that?”

			“Quite sure. It is not usu­al to in­sti­tute a search un­less there is cause for sus­pi­cion against a per­son ac­tu­ally liv­ing in the house or flat where the murder has been com­mit­ted. Now, the first C.I.D. man, who was in charge of the pre­lim­in­ary in­quir­ies, un­doubtedly formed the def­in­ite opin­ion that Ro­ger Gret­orex had poisoned Jer­vis Lex­ton. From his point of view there was no need to go fur­ther, the more so as his view was con­firmed by a con­ver­sa­tion he had with Gret­orex just after he had taken a state­ment from Mrs. Lex­ton. The in­spect­or, a day or two later on, in­ter­viewed Mrs. Hunt­ley. You have that first state­ment of hers, gen­tle­men, in that bundle of pa­pers I have laid down over there, marked ‘I.’ Mrs. Hunt­ley then per­jured her­self, ap­par­ently be­cause she had made a sol­emn prom­ise to Dr. Gret­orex to re­veal noth­ing as to his as­so­ci­ation with Mrs. Lex­ton. She was, of course, quite un­aware, at the time, of the fear­ful in­jury she was do­ing her em­ploy­er.”

			The Home Sec­ret­ary opened the bundle marked “I.” He read through first the notes which In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton had made dur­ing his first in­ter­view with Ivy Lex­ton—that in­ter­view dur­ing which she had gone out of her way to vo­lun­teer the fact that Ro­ger Gret­orex en­ter­tained for her a hope­less, un­re­quited pas­sion.

			Sir Ed­ward next read most care­fully again Mrs. Lex­ton’s two let­ters to Gret­orex, as well as the let­ter which had reached him an­onym­ously only yes­ter­day.

			“This Mrs. Lex­ton ap­pears to be, in any case, a most hy­po­crit­ic­al and aban­doned wo­man,” he ob­served tartly.

			Sir Joseph Mol­loy laughed a merry, hearty, boy­ish laugh, and Mr. Justice May­hew looked round at him with an ex­pres­sion of shocked dis­gust on his stern face.

			But “di­vil a bit,” as he said to him­self, did Sir Joseph care for that.

			“Do you agree,” said Sir Ed­ward Law, look­ing at the Judge, “that these vari­ous doc­u­ments provide suf­fi­cient reas­on for fur­ther in­quir­ies?”

			Mr. Justice May­hew waited for what seemed a very long time, both to Sir Joseph and to Al­fred Finch. Then re­luct­antly he answered:

			“Yes, I think we have cer­tainly cause here for the ex­e­cu­tion to be post­poned, and for fur­ther in­quir­ies to be made.”

			“Now that we are on what I may term the right track,” ex­claimed Sir Joseph, “I trust that my un­happy friend Ro­ger Gret­orex will not be al­lowed to lan­guish in the cell of a con­demned felon a mo­ment longer than is ab­so­lutely ne­ces­sary?”

			The great ad­voc­ate felt that he had now done all he could, and he was well aware that he had only been ad­mit­ted to this con­fer­ence by fa­vour. And so, after a word of thanks to his old friend, and a sly look of tri­umph at the Judge, he went away, tak­ing Al­fred Finch with him, and leav­ing the Home Sec­ret­ary and Mr. Justice May­hew alone to­geth­er.

			

			In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton looked not only ser­i­ous but also very grim, as, early that af­ter­noon, and ac­com­pan­ied by the same col­league as had been with him here be­fore, he rang the bell of Mrs. Lex­ton’s flat.

			He felt ex­tremely in­censed for, turn the facts round in his mind as he might, there was no doubt that the child­ishly simple-look­ing, lovely little wo­man had com­pletely taken him in. She had cer­tainly, as he put it to him­self, bam­boozled him to the top of her bent.

			Yet, even now, he found it al­most im­possible to be­lieve that Ivy Lex­ton had poisoned her hus­band. Even so, he had been very much startled and im­pressed, not so much by Mrs. Hunt­ley’s new state­ment, for he knew her to be a li­ar. No, what had astoun­ded him had been Ivy’s let­ters to Ro­ger Gret­orex. Though these two let­ters had been writ­ten at a time when the writer was pas­sion­ately in love with her cor­res­pond­ent, they re­vealed quite a dif­fer­ent type of wo­man from what every­one con­nec­ted with the case had taken her to be.

			In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton had also been un­will­ingly im­pressed by the let­ter writ­ten by Gret­orex to Ivy in evid­ent an­swer to one in which she had begged him to leave off com­ing to see her. The date, that of Novem­ber the 6th, in­scribed on Gret­orex’s let­ter, proved that she had writ­ten the note to which it had been the an­swer after she had star­ted her cruel work of pois­on­ing her hus­band, if in­deed she had poisoned her hus­band. The in­spect­or real­ised that the let­ter was what might have been called a bull point in the writer’s fa­vour. It breathed sin­cer­ity in every line.

			It seemed a long time, to the two men stand­ing there, be­fore the door of the flat was opened by the cook. She looked sur­prised when she saw the in­spect­or stand­ing there, and then she smiled ami­ably.

			“Want to see Mrs. Lex­ton?” she in­quired. And, as he nod­ded, “Then want will be your mas­ter! She’s away in the coun­try, and not com­ing back yet awhile.”

			Or­p­ing­ton had already walked through in­to the hall.

			“All alone in the flat?” he asked cas­u­ally.

			“I am this minute. There don’t seem any reas­on for keep­ing a young girl here all day just to do noth­ing,” said the wo­man tol­er­antly. “She works pretty hard when Mrs. Lex­ton is at home, that I will say.”

			“Where is Mrs. Lex­ton stay­ing?”

			“I’ve got it down on a bit of pa­per. It’s near Brighton. A place be­long­ing to the Lady Flora some­thing or oth­er. I’ll go and get it.”

			“Wait a sec. We’ve come on what isn’t a very pleas­ant job, cook. We’ve got to search this place of yours.”

			“Search this place?” Cook looked taken aback. “Whatever for?”

			As no an­swer was vouch­safed to that ques­tion, “I’ll just go and tidy my room then,” she ex­claimed. “I’ve been tak­ing things easy since Mrs. Lex­ton went away. Where will you be­gin? How about the din­ing-room just here?”

			“All right. We’ll be­gin with the din­ing-room, and work down to­wards the kit­chen.”

			He ad­ded in a per­func­tory tone, “No need to tell you to hide noth­ing, eh, cook?”

			“There’s noth­ing to hide!” she ex­claimed with some heat. “Everything’s al­ways left open. Mrs. Lex­ton isn’t a lady to lock up her jew­ellery, like some do. She trusts us, and we are worthy of the trust, same as every­one is who is trus­ted.”

			“If that’s so ’twill make our job easy. Then there’s no lockup at all?” and he looked at her rather hard.

			“I keeps my box locked up, but you’re wel­come to the key!”

			“Don’t you be afraid. We’ll let your box alone. I meant, is there no lockup this end of the flat?”

			She waited a mo­ment. “There’s half the big hanging cup­board in Mrs. Lex­ton’s bed­room al­ways kept locked, just be­cause there’s noth­ing in it. She keeps all her fine clothes—my, and she has got a lot, fit to stock a shop with!—in a little room that no one uses, next door to the bath­room.”

			“Have you got the key of that part of the hanging cup­board?”

			“I’ve nev­er even seen it. But I ex­pect it’s about some­where. Maybe in the dress­ing-table draw­er.”

			It takes a long time to search a room thor­oughly, and by the time the two men had done with the din­ing-room and the draw­ing-room, they felt tired.

			“Per­haps we’d bet­ter do Mrs. Lex­ton’s room next? Not that I ex­pect to find any­thing there. The room in which that poor chap died was searched, and thor­oughly too, though not till after the post­mortem.”

			Cook brought the bit of pa­per on which Ivy had writ­ten down her coun­try ad­dress. Then she went off again in­to her kit­chen.

			The two men walked, in a rather gingerly way, in­to Ivy Lex­ton’s charm­ing bed­room.

			There the search­ers had an easy task, for everything was un­locked, as the cook had said it would be.

			But sud­denly Or­p­ing­ton ex­claimed, “Why, this must be the room where, ac­cord­ing to that good old soul, there’s a lockup? I’d for­got­ten that! It’s the half of this big cup­board. Seen any keys about?”

			The oth­er shook his head.

			Or­p­ing­ton, step­ping back, looked du­bi­ously at the big hand­some in­laid piece of fur­niture. It was a fine bit of early Vic­tori­an cab­in­et work, and had be­longed to the moth­er of the Miss Rush­worth whose room this was. Though it was not in mod­ern taste, In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton thought it a beau­ti­ful ob­ject.

			“I won­der if we’ve any call to force this lock?” he muttered to him­self. “I wouldn’t like to hurt that cup­board in any way. It’s a good piece—”

			“I bet you I can open it all right without do­ing it a bit of harm,” said the oth­er man con­fid­ently.

			He went up to the cup­board. Then he did some­thing to the lock with a bit of wire he happened to have in his pock­et, and—the big door swung open.

			Or­p­ing­ton came for­ward quickly. He peered in­to the ma­hogany-lined cav­ity. It was empty, save for a shabby-look­ing red-leath­er des­patch-box, on which, so faded as to be prac­tic­ally in­de­cipher­able, were em­bossed three gilt let­ters.

			“That’s a rummy look­ing thing! One wouldn’t ex­pect Mrs. Lex­ton would have such an ob­ject as this about,” and he lif­ted the des­patch-box out of the cup­board.

			It was sur­pris­ingly light.

			“I won­der if she kept Gret­orex’s love-let­ters in there,” said the oth­er with a laugh. “If so, we may find some­thing use­ful, eh?”

			Or­p­ing­ton shook the box. Though it was so light he could feel that there was some­thing in it which rolled about.

			“You won’t find it as easy to open this box as you did that cup­board,” he ob­served, “but it has to be done.”

			“The only way we could open this,” said the ser­geant, de­cidedly, “would be with a kit­chen knife, un­less they’ve got a chisel.”

			“You go and get what you can from the old wo­man.”

			A minute or two later the man came back. “She’s in her room tidy­ing up,” he said with a grin, “so I just took this without say­ing ‘by your leave.’ ” And he held up a short stout kit­chen knife.

			“You just lock that door,” said Or­p­ing­ton quickly.

			And then, the two men, by ex­ert­ing a great deal of strength, man­aged to prize open the hinges of the old des­patch-box which had be­longed to Ivy’s fath­er. The lock stayed fast.

			The in­spect­or felt a pang of dis­ap­point­ment, for there only lay on the rubbed green vel­vet lin­ing a lady’s fancy hand­bag.

			And then Or­p­ing­ton sud­denly re­membered Mrs. Hunt­ley’s sworn state­ment. In that state­ment was ac­tu­ally a de­scrip­tion of the bag Ivy had had with her when the old wo­man had found her alone in the sur­gery with the jar of ar­sen­ic on the table be­fore her. A bol­ster bag that “looked like moth­er-of-pearl.” This was the same one without doubt.

			He took the odd little bag out of the des­patch-box and pressed the jew­elled knob—to find noth­ing in it but a cable from South Africa. The sig­na­ture, “Rush­worth,” meant noth­ing to him, though of course he knew of the fam­ous Rush­worth Line.

			Then he opened the little white leath­er-lined, in­ner pock­et of the bag. It, too, was empty. A faint scent, that of a pop­u­lar face powder, rose from it.

			And then, sud­denly, he no­ticed, with a queer quick­en­ing of his pulse, that a few grains of what looked like kit­chen salt clung to the white leath­er sides.

			Moisten­ing his fin­ger, he put it against the leath­er, and a few grains stuck on to his wet fin­ger. Face powder? No, not face powder. He touched his fin­ger with his tongue, and then the col­our rushed up all over his face.

			“I’d like Sir Bern­ard to have a squint at that!” he ex­claimed, hold­ing up the open bag.

			“D’you mean you’ve found some­thing?” the oth­er cried ex­citedly.

			“Hush!”

			Care­fully Or­p­ing­ton put the rather ab­surd-look­ing moth­er-of-pearl bol­ster in­to a big black bag which he had brought with him. Then he put the empty des­patch-box back in­to the cup­board.

			“Let’s get out of this,” he mur­mured, “be­fore the old wo­man sees us. Can you man­age to shut the cup­board as clev­erly as you opened it?”

			“I think I can,” said the oth­er. And sure enough he did shut it, though it took him longer to lock up the half of the great early-Vic­tori­an cup­board than it had done to un­lock it.

			Or­p­ing­ton took a card out of his note­book. He wrote on it: “We’ve seen everything we wanted. Shan’t be troub­ling you any more,” and left it in a prom­in­ent place on the hall table.

			Then he shut the front door rather loudly be­hind him, and, to­geth­er, the two men went down the stairs by the side of the lift.

			When they were safely out of the Duke of Kent Man­sion, the in­spect­or stayed his steps.

			“I’ve got her!” he said ex­ult­ingly. “Little Ivy will live to be sorry she bam­boozled ‘yours truly,’ my boy!”

		
	
		
			XXI

			With a sud­den cry of fear Ivy Lex­ton sat up in the Jac­o­bean four-post bed, where she had spent a broken night.

			She was still plunged in sleep, but any­one stand­ing, say, by the large half-moon win­dow of the de­light­ful old-world coun­try bed­room would have thought her awake, for her vi­ol­et-blue eyes were wide open and dilated, as if with ter­ror.

			How lovely she looked; how child­like was the pure, del­ic­ate con­tour of her face, and the droop of her little red mouth. Her dimpled shoulders rose from what she called a “night­ie” of flesh-col­oured crêpe de Chine. The sleeve­less bod­ice was edged with a deep band of real lace, and, to the eyes of the old-fash­ioned maid who waited on her in this, her friend’s, Lady Flora Des­mond’s, coun­try cot­tage, it looked more like a ball-dress than a night­gown.

			There were tens of thou­sands of hu­man be­ings who, had they been priv­ileged to see Ivy as she was now, this morn­ing, would have felt their hearts con­tract with in­tense pity for the wo­man they re­garded as hav­ing been the in­no­cent vic­tim of an ex­traordin­ary set of iron­ic cir­cum­stances. There were also tens of thou­sands of oth­er hu­man be­ings who, though they had had strong doubts as to the part she had played in the sin­gu­lar story, would have told them­selves that their sus­pi­cions had been cruelly un­just, could they have looked in­to that flower-like face, and heard the words now es­cap­ing from her half-opened mouth.

			Those words were uttered in an ap­peal­ing, broken tone, “Don’t hurt him! Please don’t hurt him!” And then: “Oh, Ro­ger, I am so sorry for you!”

			Ivy’s soul was not here in this de­light­ful coun­try bed­room. It had trav­elled a long long way, to a pris­on situ­ated on the out­skirts of Lon­don.

			She seemed to be gaz­ing through the door of a small, bare room, which she knew to be now oc­cu­pied by one on whom judg­ment of death was to be ex­ecuted that morn­ing.

			There stood by the pal­let bed the tall, sinewy fig­ure of a man who had loved her with a pas­sion­ate and ab­sorb­ing love, and whom she, in her own fash­ion, had also loved. By his wish, at his tri­al, not a word con­cern­ing what she had called their “friend­ship,” had been uttered in ex­ten­u­ation of any­thing he, Ro­ger Gret­orex, had done, or left un­done.

			There he stood, the man whose arms had so of­ten cradled her, on whom she had made the lim­it­less de­mands that a wo­man only makes on the man she loves. Nev­er once, in great or in little things, had he failed her.

			This morn­ing he looked strange in­deed, for though dressed, he was col­lar­less, and clad in an old tweed suit—a suit which Ivy re­membered well, and which she had once told him caress­ingly she liked to see him wear.

			He held him­self up­right, with his head thrown back in what had been a char­ac­ter­ist­ic at­ti­tude.

			In Ivy’s vis­ion two men were pin­ion­ing Ro­ger’s arms, and it was to them that, liv­ing through this ter­rible night­mare, she had just ad­dressed her piteous plea. And then with slow steps the chap­lain, to­geth­er with the gov­ernor of the pris­on, walked in. …

			It was all hap­pen­ing ex­actly as Ivy had once seen some­thing hap­pen, in what had then ap­peared to her just a thrill­ing scene in a play, in Lon­don about a year ago.

			And now Ro­ger left the cell and began walk­ing, with steady steps, his head still thrown back, down a nar­row way. …

			And then the wo­man in the bed gave a stifled shriek, for sud­denly she saw the gal­lows through an open door at the end of the pas­sage.

			She covered her face with her hands, yet some­thing seemed to force her to peep through her fin­gers and—for a fleet­ing mo­ment—Ro­ger Gret­orex turned and looked at her. …

			So had the con­demned man turned and looked at the wo­man in the play.

			But Ro­ger’s face was so charged with mute, ter­rible re­proach that, with an an­guished cry of protest, Ivy awoke—awoke to the blessed real­ity that she was sixty miles from the place where that aw­ful drama was to be en­acted this morn­ing.

			Her shak­ing hand felt for her dia­mond-circled watch on the Chip­pend­ale table stand­ing by her bed. Hav­ing found it, she held it up close be­fore her eyes.

			It was only eight o’clock. She sighed heav­ily, for that meant that there was an­oth­er hour of misery and sus­pense to be lived through. Nay, maybe even as much as an hour and a half—for the mor­bid-minded wo­man pal of hers who in­ten­ded to stand near the pris­on gate till the death no­tice was put up, and had prom­ised faith­fully to tele­phone to her from a house near by, had thought it un­likely she could get a trunk call through be­fore half-past nine.

			The tears began rolling down Ivy Lex­ton’s cheeks; yet it was not for Ro­ger Gret­orex, and his aw­ful fate, that she was weep­ing. It was for pity of her­self, for all she had gone through, and for what re­mained for her to go through, till she knew for cer­tain that Ro­ger Gret­orex had died, as he had lived, si­lent.

			She was well aware, deep down in her heart, that not only his coun­sel, Sir Joseph Mol­loy, who be­lieved him in­no­cent, but also that Ro­ger’s moth­er, would hope up to the last mo­ment of his sen­tient life that he would clear him­self by shift­ing the bur­den of guilt on the one who was guilty.

			Ivy had writ­ten the con­demned man a let­ter three days ago, and she had made so many rough cop­ies of that short let­ter that she knew it, now, by heart.

			She re­peated that touch­ing let­ter over to her­self, rock­ing her slight body this way and that in the large bed.

			
				
					Sunday night.

				
				Dear Ro­ger,

				I am ill, so I can­not come to you. Oth­er­wise I would do so. You know that I be­lieve you in­no­cent, and I want now to tell you how grate­ful I am for all your kind­ness to me, and for the love, how­ever wrong it may have been, that you lav­ished on me.

				
					Ivy.

				
			

			She hoped that let­ter had giv­en poor Ro­ger pleas­ure and, above all, that he had read between the lines and seen how really, truly sorry she was—how dread­fully grieved that everything had fallen out as it had fallen out. In­deed, she had twice un­der­lined the word “grate­ful.”

			And then she sud­denly felt that she could not go on re­mem­ber­ing any more. It was too hor­rible—too hor­rible! So she took a bottle off the little table, where her watch was ly­ing, and meas­ured out a small dose in­to a medi­cine glass. Lady Flora would wake her, she knew, when that secretly longed-for mes­sage came through.

			Soon she was once more plunged in­to un­easy slum­ber. But alas! again there came that hideous, hideous night­mare.

			Once more she seemed trans­por­ted to the con­demned cell. But this time, in ad­di­tion to the ward­ers, the gov­ernor of the pris­on, and the chap­lain, there was the hor­rid, cruel, fat-faced man, Sir Joseph Mol­loy, who had cross-ex­amined her. True, he had dealt with her gently, kindly, but only be­cause he had been ad­jured to do so, and, as well she re­membered, with now and again a ti­ger­ish glare in his blue Ir­ish eyes.

			She listened with a feel­ing of in­dig­na­tion and pi­ti­ful dread to his voice ut­ter­ing the words: “I ad­jure you, Gret­orex, to tell the truth, now, for the sake of your poor moth­er who has al­ways be­lieved you in­no­cent!”

			There was a pause. Ivy clasped her hands to­geth­er in sup­plic­a­tion. But the col­lar­less pris­on­er had turned his sunken eyes away from her plead­ing face. Was he go­ing to obey Sir Joseph Mol­loy? Yes! For she heard Ro­ger’s deep voice an­swer: “It is as you have al­ways thought it was, Sir Joseph. I die in­no­cent. Ivy Lex­ton poisoned her hus­band.”

			Out­side that quiet bed­room Lady Flora, already on her way down to break­fast, heard a fear­ful cry—“No! No! No!—that isn’t true!”

			She opened the bed­room door and saw that Ivy was asleep. “Poor child,” she mur­mured. “No won­der she talks in her sleep. Thank God! that un­happy man is to be hanged this morn­ing.”

			And, be­ing the man­ner of wo­man she was, she offered up a si­lent pray­er for the mur­der­er, that he might make his peace with God.

			

			There came a sharp knock on the bed­room door, and Ivy woke with a stifled cry. She jumped straight out of bed and stood, her hands clasped to­geth­er, wait­ing.

			There came an­oth­er knock, and then, “Come in!” she cried shrilly, and Lady Flora’s old par­lour­maid entered the room.

			Ivy had nev­er liked the wo­man, and the wo­man had nev­er liked her. She did not un­der­stand, and she nev­er quite knew how to treat, those of her own sex whom she re­garded as in­feri­or to her­self; yet some of the kind­est let­ters writ­ten to her in the last few weeks had been from do­mest­ic ser­vants, warmly sym­path­ising with the heroine of their fa­vour­ite Sunday pa­per.

			“Mrs. Doghill is on the tele­phone, ma’am. Her lady­ship is hold­ing the line till you come.”

			Ivy snatched up her peri­winkle-blue sat­in dress­ing-gown and wrapped it about her. Then she thrust her little white feet in­to slip­pers that matched the dress­ing-gown, and ran down­stairs, telling her­self, not for the first time, how stu­pid it was to have the tele­phone in so pub­lic a place as the hall.

			Lady Flora was stand­ing, the tele­phone re­ceiv­er to her ear. But when she saw Ivy she si­lently handed her the re­ceiv­er and, turn­ing in­to the din­ing-room, shut the door.

			“Is that you, Mil­li­cent? Yes—yes! I can hear quite well—”

			She waited in an agony of mingled hope and fear till, with start­ling dis­tinct­ness, came the meas­ured words that were be­ing uttered sixty miles away.

			“There’s been a re­prieve. The story goes that im­port­ant new evid­ence was laid be­fore the Home Sec­ret­ary yes­ter­day.”

			Ivy re­mained si­lent. She felt stunned. New evid­ence?

			At last she man­aged to get out, in a low, strangled voice, “I—I don’t quite un­der­stand.”

			But in­stantly she heard a cross voice in­ter­ject, “You’ve had six minutes—can’t al­low you to have any more now.”

			“In­deed I haven’t! I’ve only just come to the tele­phone,” she said plead­ingly.

			“I can’t help that. The call was put through six minutes ago—” And ruth­lessly she was cut off.

			Ivy turned to­wards the room where she knew her host­ess was wait­ing, full of sym­pathy. She opened the door, and then she cried, “He’s been—he’s been—” and be­fore she could say the word “re­prieved” she had fallen faint­ing at the oth­er wo­man’s feet.

			Lady Flora would not have be­lieved an an­gel, had an an­gel come and told her, that her dear little friend Ivy Lex­ton had fain­ted, not from re­lief, but from sheer, ag­on­ising fear.

			Ivy spent the rest of the morn­ing in bed, a prey to fright­ful anxi­ety and ter­ror.

			New evid­ence? What could that mean? Had Ro­ger really failed her at last?

			At twelve o’clock the par­lour­maid came in with a tele­gram.

			
				Hope to be with you to­mor­row even­ing.

				
					Miles Rush­worth.

				
			

			The tele­gram had been sent from Par­is the day be­fore, and delayed in trans­mis­sion.

			“There is no an­swer,” said Mrs. Lex­ton in her soft voice. And then she lay back, feel­ing much less un­happy.

			Whatever the mys­ter­i­ous re­prieve might por­tend, Rush­worth would very soon, in fact to­mor­row, be here to help and to pro­tect her.

			As she read the tele­gram over for the third time, Ivy told her­self how noble, how gen­er­ous, how de­voted the sender had proved him­self. Also, what a won­der­ful life lay be­fore her as his cher­ished, sheltered wife! Rush­worth was all-power­ful. New evid­ence? There could be no “new evid­ence” for the simple reas­on that noth­ing, noth­ing, noth­ing had ever happened—that could pos­sibly be found out.

		
	
		
			XXII

			As he walked up the gang­way of the cross-Chan­nel boat at Cal­ais, Miles Rush­worth’s heart was full of two wo­men. The one was his dead sis­ter, the oth­er Ivy Lex­ton, the wo­man to whom he was hasten­ing, and whom he ex­pec­ted to see today. Every fibre of Rush­worth’s be­ing longed con­sciously, hun­grily, thirstily, for Ivy.

			It was a source of real grief to him that these two could nev­er now meet and love each oth­er. He had been pain­fully aware that his sis­ter hoped he would marry her own dearest friend, Bella Dale, and he had not dared to speak to her of Ivy.

			Dur­ing his long, dreary jour­ney home he had of­ten asked him­self if all she had gone through had changed her from the de­li­ciously pretty, kind­hearted, rather ir­re­spons­ible little creature he re­membered her as be­ing, in­to a more ser­i­ous wo­man. Not that he wanted Ivy dif­fer­ent. To him she was already ab­so­lutely per­fect. But her let­ters had grown short­er, as his had grown longer, and vaguely they had dis­ap­poin­ted him.

			Ro­ger Gret­orex? How of­ten had Rush­worth tried to visu­al­ise the young man who had com­mit­ted so dast­ardly a crime in or­der to set free the wo­man he had loved hope­lessly, and without re­turn, from the de­grad­a­tion of be­ing tied to such a waster as had been Jer­vis Lex­ton.

			Though even the South Afric­an pa­pers had been full of the wretched fel­low’s pho­to­graphs, prov­ing that he had a sin­gu­larly hand­some face, Rush­worth had no clear vis­ion of him. Also, Ivy had nev­er once men­tioned him in any of her let­ters.

			Sud­denly that fact, Ivy’s ab­so­lute si­lence con­cern­ing Gret­orex, struck him as be­ing strange. He also real­ised, what he had not real­ised till now, that poor lovely Ivy could not but be, all her life long, even after she changed her name, a marked wo­man. She would be al­ways poin­ted at, and that wherever she went in Eng­lish-speak­ing lands, as the heroine of a great cause célèbre.

			Yet stop! In the cir­cum­stances, would it not only be right, but reas­on­able, that she should marry him, Miles Rush­worth, al­most at once? He would beg her, en­treat her, to con­sent to an im­me­di­ate mar­riage. And then he would take her away in his yacht to the South, to some quiet place where they two could be hid­den in a trance of love, while people for­got the sor­did story of the murder of which she had been the in­no­cent cause.

			It was a fine winter day, though bit­terly cold, so the home­com­ing trav­el­ler found him­self a com­fort­able spot in a sheltered place, on the up­per deck of the steam­er, where was just room for three.

			Two deck-chairs were already oc­cu­pied, one by a big man with whose power­ful, hu­mor­ous face Rush­worth felt he was vaguely fa­mil­i­ar, the oth­er by a del­ic­ate, fra­gile-look­ing, little grey-haired lady. The third chair was un­oc­cu­pied, and so he sat down in it.

			Per­haps be­cause he was in a sen­ti­ment­al mood today, he felt queerly moved when he saw that, un­der their rug, the big man was hold­ing the hand of the grey-haired little lady. They were talk­ing to­geth­er eagerly, hap­pily; ob­vi­ously, so Rush­worth told him­self, an old-fash­ioned hus­band and wife, nev­er so happy as when they were to­geth­er.

			His heart swung back to Ivy Lex­ton, and to the bliss of their com­ing meet­ing.

			Poor, pre­cious darling! What a ter­rible or­deal she had been through! He would re­gret all his life, all their joint life, that he had been far from her dur­ing the weeks that had fol­lowed the strange death of Jer­vis Lex­ton.

			And then—for a mo­ment he thought his ears had misled him—he heard that very name of “Lex­ton” uttered aloud by the man sit­ting one from him.

			“That Lex­ton af­fair? Come now. If you really read your lov­ing hus­band’s let­ters—I some­times sus­pect that you don’t, you naughty little thing—well, there’d be noth­ing left to tell you! It’s hunt­ing I should be today, in­stead of com­ing to meet an un­grate­ful wo­man.”

			“I want to know what’s hap­pen­ing now, Joe. Also, most of all, what led to the ex­traordin­ary re­prieve on the very day this man was to have been hanged?”

			A re­prieve? Miles Rush­worth felt a sud­den rush of an­ger and sur­prise. He was, of course, aware that Ro­ger Gret­orex, the man whose name and per­son­al­ity he loathed, and for whom he felt he would ever feel an in­tense, ret­ro­spect­ive hor­ror, was to have been hanged this very morn­ing. That fact had been stated in both the daily pa­pers which are pub­lished in Eng­lish in Par­is.

			If it was true that there had been a re­prieve that morn­ing, how had this stranger already be­come aware of the fact?

			“You know I told you, Eileen, long ago, that the poor chap had re­fused to ap­peal?”

			“Yes, I re­mem­ber that,” she mur­mured.

			“Well, there seemed noth­ing left to be done! I was in des­pair, and it was only the day be­fore yes­ter­day that by—well, I sup­pose old-fash­ioned folk like you would call it an in­ter­ven­tion of Provid­ence, some astound­ing new evid­ence was pro­duced. And what’s more, I’ve been proved right!”

			And there was a tone of tri­umph in the, now low, or­gan-like voice.

			“D’you mean that what you half sus­pec­ted was true all along, Joe?”

			She had turned her head round, and was gaz­ing up in­to her hus­band’s face.

			Rush­worth saw the big man bend his head as jovi­ally he ex­claimed, “Be­dad! I think we’ve got her cold!”

			A tremor ran through the lady. “What a hor­rible ex­pres­sion,” she mur­mured.

			“Still, so far there’s some­thing lack­ing, me dear, and it’s caus­ing me a bit of anxi­ety.”

			“What’s that, Joe?”

			“Motive!” the man ex­claimed, in a voice that had be­come sud­denly grave. And then he went on: “I don’t mind telling you that everything fair and—well, a bit near the wind, also, was done to try and find out if our lovely, cling­ing Ivy had an­oth­er man in tow. She is a”—the speak­er sought for some­thing in place of the Bib­lic­al word trem­bling on his lips, but he gave it up, and said in­stead:

			“We heard that there was one chap who went about with her a good deal last au­tumn, and who was far more of­ten at Duke of Kent Man­sion than Gret­orex ever was. But though we ran him to earth and gave him—at least I hope so—a pretty bad quarter of an hour, it was clear that he would nev­er have mar­ried her, not if she had been a hun­dred times free! Also, though he’s a gay bach­el­or, and man­ages to give his lady friends a scrump­tious time, he’s not a rich man, and our prac­tic­al little Ivy wants money, money, money all the time.”

			“Then what’s go­ing to be done now? You don’t want your man, if he’s really in­no­cent, to lan­guish in pris­on half his life,” ob­served the little lady shrewdly.

			“I do not,” he answered, in his rich, Ir­ish voice. “What’s more, I want to shift that noose. Once we get her in the dock I’ll see there’s no re­com­mend­a­tion to mercy; trust me for that! The wo­man’s a double-dyed murderess. She poisoned her hus­band, and she as good as hanged her lov­er.”

			“You haven’t got her in the dock yet, and maybe you nev­er will,” said his wife calmly.

			“Hold on! Hold on! Did you ever see me miss a kill I’d set my heart on? There’s an­oth­er wo­man whose neck I’d like to wring—that of an old char­wo­man, who, if she’d told the truth when Gret­orex was first ar­res­ted, might have made all the dif­fer­ence, for there would still have been time, then, to find out some­thing.”

			“Has that poor, pretty wo­man had a chance of say­ing any­thing for her­self?” asked his wife slowly.

			“That art­ful little Jezebel is stay­ing with a wo­man friend in the coun­try at present, and the po­lice are de­term­ined that everything is to be OK this time. It’s for hell she’s mak­ing—” and he laughed a jolly laugh. “Ivy’s held all the cards in her hand up to now, but she’s go­ing to lose the rub­ber.”

			“I do won­der, Joe, what her motive can have been—her hus­band had just got a good job, hadn’t he?”

			For a few mo­ments the speak­er re­mained si­lent, then he said in a sin­gu­lar voice:

			“If Gret­orex had hanged this morn­ing, I’d have bet­ted a hun­dred to one that with­in a year we should have seen, in all the pa­pers, a para­graph an­noun­cing that the beau­ti­ful Mrs. Lex­ton, whose hus­band had died in such tra­gic cir­cum­stances, was about to be mar­ried very quietly to Mr. Dash, a gen­tle­man of great wealth and con­sid­er­able po­s­i­tion!”

			Rush­worth moved slightly in his seat. He felt as if, with­in the last few minutes, the whole world, his world, had stopped go­ing round, and that when it began again it would be in quite a dif­fer­ent world that he would find him­self.

			“Then you think it will come out, now, that Mrs. Lex­ton was in love with some man—?”

			“I don’t think any­thing of the kind! My view is that among the in­nu­mer­able young fools who have made love to her in the past year or two, she marked down some rich man as a pos­sible hus­band, were she only free. One thing we learned only the oth­er day. This was that two or three years ago she did her best to per­suade that rot­ter Jer­vis Lex­ton to con­sent to an ar­ranged di­vorce. He re­fused, un­luck­ily for him­self, for, though he was a poor mutt, he ad­ored his wife. She’s the sort of wo­man over whom men go fantee—”

			“It’s un­lucky that you can’t put a name to the happy man, Joe! Eh, my dear?”

			“Un­lucky? I should think it is un­lucky! Still, someone’s been sup­ply­ing pretty Ivy with plenty of money dur­ing the last few weeks.”

			“It’s strange she wasn’t sus­pec­ted.”

			“Of course she was! But not by the right people. My word, Eileen, she is a clev­er little wo­man! You should have seen her in the wit­ness-box! Why, but­ter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. But she over­played her part. I think a good many people found it dif­fi­cult to be­lieve that she’s been what she made her­self out to be—a kind of plaster saint.”

			“Is there any evid­ence to show that she was not that?” asked Lady Mol­loy quietly.

			“There you go! Hate to be­lieve any­thing of a cer­tain sort about a wo­man! You’re a reg­u­lar suf­fra­gette. A cold-blooded pois­on­er, yes—but naughty? Oh dear no, not that, if you please.”

			Half to him­self, he ad­ded, “She wrote Gret­orex two let­ters the poor chap’s ser­vant got out of his pa­per-bas­ket and pieced to­geth­er. The minute I’d read ’em I knew there’d be a re­prieve!”

			“Why?”

			“Be­cause Ed­die Law is a highly mor­al man. He loathes the sins he’s not in­clined to.” Sir Joseph ad­ded can­didly, “Most of us do, me dear.”

			As Rush­worth walked down the gang­way at Dover two or three of his fel­low-pas­sen­gers nudged one an­oth­er and smiled. They thought he was “a sheet in the wind,” for he did not seem to know quite what he was do­ing, or where he was go­ing.

			

			The mo­ment Mr. Oram re­ceived the wire in­form­ing him that the ex­e­cu­tion of Ro­ger Gret­orex had been post­poned, he hur­ried back to Lon­don, full of sur­prise and curi­os­ity.

			What an amaz­ing—he al­most felt it to be, even now, an un­be­liev­able—story, was that told him with de­fer­en­tial clear­ness and dry­ness by Al­fred Finch.

			“God bless my soul!” he re­peated at in­ter­vals.

			And then at last, with some mag­nan­im­ity, he ob­served, “Then you were right, Finch, and I wrong, all along. Though I thought her a vain little fribble, murder is the last thing I’d have sus­pec­ted that young wo­man cap­able of.”

			“I didn’t sus­pect her either, sir. I was look­ing for a man—the suc­cessor to Dr. Gret­orex in the lady’s af­fec­tions. The po­lice be­lieve they’re on the track of what may be styled Mrs. Lex­ton’s motive. It’s a man, right enough! Or­p­ing­ton wouldn’t tell me his name. He simply said he was very rich, and seem­ingly in­fatu­ated with her.”

			He gave the old so­li­cit­or a rather odd look. But that gen­tle­man did not take up the chal­lenge, though all Rush­worth’s cables, both to Ivy and to the law­yer him­self, had been traced. And Mr. Oram had just be­come aware of the fact.

			“Well—well—well—”

			“I sug­gest, sir, that you ap­peal to Sir Ed­ward Law to con­sider the re­lease of Dr. Gret­orex on li­cence. The let­ter which he wrote to Mrs. Lex­ton—you have a copy of it here—which someone, I sus­pect one of the maids at the flat, sent an­onym­ously to the Home Sec­ret­ary, though one can’t ex­actly call it evid­ence, makes it clear to any im­par­tial mind that our man was ab­so­lutely in­no­cent of the whole busi­ness. As soon as she got busy, Mrs. Lex­ton wanted him out of the way. That’s as plain as a pikestaff. After all, he is a doc­tor, and he might have spoilt her game. Also he must have known, if he stopped to think a bit, that she had had ac­cess to the pois­on.”

			“More fool he to go to the flat on that last day,” said Mr. Oram crust­ily.

			It was that fact which, as soon as he had learnt it, had seemed to fix the guilt def­in­itely on Gret­orex.

			“He was dotty about her! When a chap’s in that pe­cu­li­ar con­di­tion, sir, it’s as if he can’t keep away,” mur­mured Mr. Finch.

			And then, it might have seemed ir­rel­ev­antly, he ob­served: “Mr. Rush­worth will be back in Lon­don in a day or two. Earli­er, if he travels over­land from Mar­seilles.”

			

			But even Al­fred Finch felt a thrill of sur­prise when that same af­ter­noon he was told that Mr. Rush­worth was closeted with Mr. Oram. In­deed, he made a quick men­tal cal­cu­la­tion. Either this must mean that their im­port­ant cli­ent had come to Mr. Oram’s of­fice straight from Vic­tor­ia Sta­tion, or that he had flown from Par­is.

			Mr. Finch would have giv­en a good deal to have been present at the in­ter­view which was tak­ing place with­in a few yards of where he was work­ing on a tire­some right-of-way case.

			Mr. Oram’s head clerk had nev­er much liked Miles Rush­worth, and he could not help smil­ing to him­self, as he con­sidered the very awk­ward po­s­i­tion in which that gen­tle­man would find him­self, if he was called as a wit­ness for the Crown, as he most cer­tainly would be if Mrs. Lex­ton were ever put on tri­al for the murder of her hus­band.

			Al­fred Finch knew that some­thing of a most in­crim­in­at­ing nature had been found in Ivy’s bed­room, when the flat in Duke of Kent Man­sion had been searched yes­ter­day. He thought it prob­able that this con­sisted of a series of let­ters between Mrs. Lex­ton and Miles Rush­worth. Even a man of huge wealth does not give some­thing for noth­ing to an at­tract­ive wo­man.

			Law­yers are apt to over­look the ex­cep­tion which proves the rule in life.

			Had Mr. Finch been able to look through a blank wall, he would have seen Mr. Oram sit­ting at his writ­ing-table, and look­ing across it straight at Miles Rush­worth. And could he have heard what was be­ing said, he would have real­ised that his em­ploy­er was speak­ing in a tone that was, for him, oddly hes­it­ant and un­easy.

			“I’m sorry to say, Rush­worth, that I’ve no doubt at all but that there’s been a ter­rible mis­car­riage of justice. I take it that you knew com­par­at­ively little of Mrs. Jer­vis Lex­ton, even though her hus­band was in your em­ploy­ment?”

			Miles Rush­worth made a con­scious ef­fort to ap­pear calm and un­con­cerned. But he failed in that en­deav­our, and was aware that he failed.

			“I knew them both fairly well,” he answered at last.

			Mr. Oram began play­ing with a pa­per knife. He was won­der­ing how much the man who sat there, with over­cast face, and anxious, frown­ing eyes, was con­cerned with this hor­rid busi­ness.

			“What’s go­ing to be the next move, Oram? I take it that you’ve been in­formed?”

			“Well, yes, I have been in­formed, though quite un­of­fi­cially. The—ahem! au­thor­it­ies are very nat­ur­ally per­turbed. An in­no­cent man was very nearly hanged. It was, in fact, a mat­ter of hours—”

			Should he tell this old friend and cli­ent the truth? All his life long John Oram had cul­tiv­ated cau­tion, and tech­nic­ally he was now bound to si­lence. But he made up his mind that he owed the truth to Rush­worth. Even now the so­li­cit­or had no sus­pi­cion of how really close had been the re­la­tions between the wo­man he now be­lieved to have been a cold-blooded murderess, and this man whom she had so com­pletely de­ceived. He was aware of how care­lessly gen­er­ous Rush­worth could be and of­ten was.

			Still, a glance at his cli­ent’s face, now filled with a pain­ful ex­pres­sion of sus­pense and acute anxi­ety, showed that this mat­ter was of great mo­ment to him.

			“Mrs. Lex­ton,” he said in a low voice, “is go­ing to be ar­res­ted, I un­der­stand, this even­ing, or to­mor­row morn­ing. The Crim­in­al In­vest­ig­a­tion De­part­ment of Scot­land Yard are com­plet­ing what they con­sider a very strong chain of evid­ence against her. I have here cop­ies of three let­ters which have come in­to their pos­ses­sion. You had bet­ter glance over them, Rush­worth.”

			He got up and, lean­ing across his table, handed a num­ber of type­writ­ten sheets to his cli­ent.

			How strange looked those burn­ing words of love and long­ing, tran­scribed on a bad old type­writ­ing ma­chine! But the man now read­ing them could visu­al­ise Ivy’s pretty flow­ing hand­writ­ing, and, as he read on, he turned hot and cold.

			Then he star­ted on Gret­orex’s let­ter; the let­ter ac­qui­es­cing in Ivy’s de­cision that there should be a break between them.

			“That was writ­ten,” ob­served the so­li­cit­or, “after Lex­ton’s mys­ter­i­ous ill­ness was well star­ted. I think you will agree that it is the let­ter of a man who was cer­tainly un­aware of what was go­ing on?”

			He waited a mo­ment, then he ad­ded: “They’ve un­luck­ily traced all your cables to the lady, Rush­worth, as well as yours to me. I fear that you are cer­tain to be called as lead­ing wit­ness for the Crown, if Mrs. Lex­ton is sent for tri­al, as seems now in­ev­it­able.”

			“That would be mon­strous! What is my con­nec­tion with the case?” ex­claimed Rush­worth. “Surely I had the right to give all the help in my power to the wife of one of my own people?”

			“They will call you in or­der to prove that Mrs. Lex­ton had a strong motive for wish­ing to get her hus­band out of the way,” re­turned Oram in a dole­ful tone. “I hope you re­frained from writ­ing to her? If you did, I trust she had the sense to des­troy your let­ters.”

			“It is this man Gret­orex, if, as you seem to think, he is en­tirely in­no­cent, who should be called, not I,” said Rush­worth in a hard voice.

			“Ro­ger Gret­orex will cer­tainly re­fuse to give evid­ence against her. They’ll try to make him. But they’ll fail. He wor­shipped Ivy Lex­ton, and I fear he still loves her.”

			Then the old man sighed. “It’s an aw­ful story, Rush­worth,” he ob­served, “how­ever you look at it.”

			The oth­er threw the type­writ­ten sheets of pa­per back on the table. He rose, and rather blindly he felt for, and found, his hat and stick.

			“I must be go­ing now,” he said shortly. “If I’m wanted, you know where to find me, Oram.”

			He felt hu­mi­li­ated to the depths of his be­ing. His pas­sion for Ivy Lex­ton had turned to bit­ter hatred. Yet he knew that their fates were linked to­geth­er, and that through what had been his mad in­fatu­ation for this wo­man, a name which was known and hon­oured all over the world, was not only go­ing to be­come a laugh­ing­stock, but also to be smirched and be­fouled forever.

			As he went down the fine stair­case of the old house, he ex­claimed word­lessly, “By God, that shall not be!”

			He waited a mo­ment in the hall, and in that mo­ment he thought of a way out.

			It was a way made pos­sible by the fact that an un­pleas­ant ex­per­i­ence at the be­gin­ning of Au­gust, 1914, had taught him the value of gold. Since the Sat­urday which had pre­ceded the out­break of war, he had al­ways kept a thou­sand pounds in gold, and a thou­sand pounds in Bank of Eng­land ten-pound notes, in the private safe of his Lon­don of­fice.

			He walked quickly to the corner of a quiet street where he had left his car, and threw the chauf­feur the ad­dress.

			Then he looked at his watch. If what old Oram had said was true with re­gard to the prob­able ar­rest of Ivy Lex­ton, there was just time to ac­com­plish that which he had planned to do in what had seemed but one flash­ing second.

			“Stop at the nearest tele­phone box,” he called out. And the chauf­feur drew up at a tube sta­tion.

			Rush­worth was in the tele­phone box for a long time, for he had to a cer­tain ex­tent to speak in par­ables. But the young man whom he had called up, and had had the good for­tune to find at home, at last un­der­stood ex­actly what was wanted of him. He was an air­man to whom Rush­worth had once been mag­ni­fi­cently gen­er­ous.

			“Right-ho!” came the young voice down the line. “I’ll be quite ready. I un­der­stand you want me to take my wife, too, and that you’ll mo­tor her down here from town. Her pass­port’s al­ways OK. You can trust me. Afraid? Not much!”

			Rush­worth’s face looked strained and white as he came out of the tele­phone box.

			He was well aware that he was in­cit­ing that lad to do, from pure grat­it­ude, a very wrong thing. Well? If it “didn’t come off,” he, Rush­worth, would take all the blame, of course. But he felt pretty sure that the plan he had made would suc­ceed, for it had the two es­sen­tial qual­it­ies which spell suc­cess. His plan was bold and his plan was simple.

			True, he wondered un­com­fort­ably if the po­lice had traced that last wire of his from Par­is. He was glad in­deed that Ivy had had the wit to tele­graph her coun­try ad­dress. And then, as he evoked her lovely face, her beck­on­ing eyes, his own darkened, and filled with wrath and pain.

			He did not go him­self in­to his Lon­don of­fice. In­stead he sent in his chauf­feur, with the key of his private safe, and armed with minute in­struc­tions as to what he was to take out of it.

			Then, when the man had brought him the heavy little can­vas bag, and the en­vel­ope con­tain­ing a hun­dred ten-pound notes, he threw him the ad­dress of some lodgings in a quiet street off Pic­ca­dilly, where he knew Lady Dale and her daugh­ter were stay­ing just now. His sis­ter had made him prom­ise that he would see Bella the mo­ment he reached Lon­don, and he was ful­filling that prom­ise.

			When he was told that her lady­ship was out, but that Miss Dale was in, and alone, he sud­denly felt as if his luck was hold­ing, after all!

			

			Ivy had in­sisted on com­ing back to Lon­don be­fore lunch­eon.

			Not only was her mind now full of vague, un­sub­stan­tial fears, but she was aware that Miles Rush­worth would call at her flat some time this even­ing. That, in­deed, was a fact to which she clung and con­stantly re­turned with a feel­ing of re­as­sur­ance and hope. Even so she had not al­lowed Lady Flora to tele­phone the fact that she was re­turn­ing un­ex­pec­tedly to the flat. She felt, some­how, that she wanted no one to know about her move­ments just now. She was be­gin­ning to feel that most ter­ri­fy­ing of sen­sa­tions—that of be­ing hunted.

			Even when settled com­fort­ably, and alone, in a first-class car­riage of the train tak­ing her to town, she found she could not rest, and she ac­tu­ally got up and began mov­ing about.

			It was such an aw­ful sen­sa­tion—that of feel­ing that hu­man hounds might be hot on her scent. …

			She had bought her fa­vour­ite pic­ture pa­per at the sta­tion, and then she had had a shock, for a large pho­to­graph of Ro­ger had con­fron­ted her on the front page.

			Un­der­neath the pic­ture ran a long para­graph, stat­ing that Dr. Gret­orex, who was to have been hanged this morn­ing for the murder of Jer­vis Lex­ton, had had his ex­e­cu­tion post­poned on the very eve of its be­ing car­ried out. Such a thing had not taken place in Eng­land for close on eighty years. But im­port­ant new evid­ence had been placed be­fore the Home Sec­ret­ary at the el­ev­enth hour. …

			“New Evid­ence”—Ivy turned those two omin­ous words over and over again, in her troubled, anxious mind. They now forced her to do what she had be­lieved she would nev­er, nev­er have to do—live over again, in ima­gin­a­tion, a cer­tain fort­night of her life, the first fort­night of last Novem­ber. …

			She found her­self ima­gin­ing, sus­pect­ing, wild, crazy things. For in­stance, the ex­ist­ence of minute pee­p­h­oles in the ceil­ings of cer­tain rooms in the flat? Even that seemed more likely than that Ro­ger Gret­orex should have “giv­en her away” with re­gard to the fact that she had been once left alone by him with a jar of ar­sen­ic on the table of his sur­gery.

			Be­sides, even if he had done such a cruel, despic­able thing, what he had it in his power to re­veal proved noth­ing, and could prove noth­ing. She knew her­self to have been not only very clev­er, but also very very care­ful.

			And yet, as the train sped near­er and near­er to Lon­don, she be­came more and more afraid.

			The old cook was quite pleased to see “the mis­sus,” and vol­ubly she de­scribed the vis­it of In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton and of his ser­geant.

			“No, they didn’t find noth­ing. How could they—when there was noth­ing there?”

			This Ivy be­lieved to be noth­ing but the truth, and yet the fact that the two men from Scot­land Yard had come to search the flat, filled her with a ter­rible fore­bod­ing.

			And then, sud­denly, she re­membered Mrs. Hunt­ley! With a sen­sa­tion of sick fear she re­called how Gret­orex’s ser­vant had sur­prised her on what she now per­ceived to have been the most dan­ger­ous day of her life.

			Vile, wicked, cruel old wo­man! How­ever, she, Ivy, had already re­placed the cap on the jar la­belled “Ar­sen­ic” when Mrs. Hunt­ley had crept in­to the sur­gery so slyly and softly be­hind her. But the jar had been there, on the table be­fore her, and no doubt the old fox had no­ticed it.

			Yes! It was prob­ably some sort of gos­sip traced to Gret­orex’s day-ser­vant which had been the cause both of the re­prieve, and of the pres­ence yes­ter­day of the Scot­land Yard in­spect­or here, in the flat. But, thank God, there was noth­ing—noth­ing—noth­ing that could be found, and for the best of reas­ons, that there was noth­ing to find.

			Even so, all this was very fright­en­ing, as well as very an­noy­ing, if only be­cause it meant new trouble and worry, just at a time when she, Ivy, would be want­ing to pick up the old, and cre­ate the new, links, between her­self and Rush­worth.

			She went in­to her bed­room feel­ing a little re­as­sured. It is al­ways bet­ter to know the worst, and Ivy Lex­ton thought she did know the worst now. And it was not so bad as she had feared.

			Already she was men­tally pre­par­ing the tale she would tell. And it ran some­what like this: She had gone just for a mo­ment to see Gret­orex on the even­ing Mrs. Hunt­ley had seen her in the sur­gery, with a mes­sage from Jer­vis, who was wait­ing for her hard by Ferry Place in a taxi. They two were on their way to a dance, and Jer­vis had sug­ges­ted that Gret­orex should come with them. But the fact had made so little im­pres­sion on her mind that she had for­got­ten all about it, when asked if she had ever been to Ferry Place alone. If Mrs. Hunt­ley men­tioned the sup­per, she would simply deny that she had been the lady en­ter­tained by Gret­orex. Mrs. Hunt­ley had not ac­tu­ally seen her with her host. She had only seen her for that mo­ment or two in the sur­gery.

			But, even so, Ivy’s nerves were so far up­set that she made an in­vol­un­tary and vi­ol­ent move­ment of re­coil, when she heard a sud­den loud knock on the front door of the flat.

			There fol­lowed a mo­ment of delay, and then she heard the cook wad­dling down the pas­sage. She told her­self that it was prob­ably In­spect­or Or­p­ing­ton, and she men­tally pre­pared her story, the ex­plan­a­tion, that is, of that un­for­tu­nate en­counter with Mrs. Hunt­ley.

			And then her heart leapt with joy in her bos­om, for, “Is Mrs. Lex­ton at home?” was uttered in Miles Rush­worth’s voice.

			“I don’t know that Mrs. Lex­ton can see you, sir.”

			“I think she’ll see me. Will you kindly say Mr. Rush­worth has called to see her?”

			Ivy heard him go in­to the draw­ing-room, and, after a few mo­ments spent be­fore her dress­ing-table in mak­ing up her face, she fol­lowed him.

			Miles Rush­worth was stand­ing in the centre of the room, and when the door opened, and Ivy came through it, she looked so in­no­cent and so ap­peal­ing, as she ad­vanced to­wards him in her plain black dress, that sud­denly he felt as if all that had happened today had been only an evil dream. Al­most he held out his arms.

			And then he took a step back­wards, for alas! he knew all that had happened today was no dream, but stark real­ity.

			In si­lence she held out her hand, and per­force he took it in his, for a mo­ment.

			“I felt so sad, even in the midst of my own troubles, when I heard about your sis­ter,” she mur­mured.

			“Don’t speak of her!” he ex­claimed vi­ol­ently. And in­vol­un­tar­ily she shrank back.

			She had put down that ter­rible, stern, sor­row-laden ex­pres­sion on his face to grief for his sis­ter. But all at once she saw that he was gaz­ing at her with an ali­en look—the look of a stern judge—on his sun­burnt face.

			What had he heard? What did he know? As she met that aw­ful, ac­cus­ing shaft of con­tempt, and yes, of loath­ing, a sen­sa­tion of icy des­pair began slowly to en­vel­op her.

			“Do you re­mem­ber Bella Dale?” he asked sud­denly.

			She answered in a fal­ter­ing voice, “The girl on the yacht? Of course I do.”

			“She was my sis­ter’s dearest friend,” his voice sank. More strongly he said, “I went to see her this morn­ing, and—and now we are en­gaged.”

			And then he could not but ad­mire her, for Ivy threw back her head, and in a hard, clear tone she ex­claimed:

			“I wish you joy, Mr. Rush­worth! Also I do want to thank you from the bot­tom of my heart, for all you have done for me.”

			She knew now why he looked “like that.” He was ashamed, and well he might be.

			Quickly she told her­self that he wasn’t mar­ried yet. The fact that he was so moved showed the power she had over him. It had been fool­ish of her to sup­pose, as she had done for a mo­ment, that he had heard some­thing to her dis­ad­vant­age—why, there hadn’t been time!

			But what was this he was say­ing?

			“I’m the bear­er of bad news, Mrs. Lex­ton.”

			His voice had be­come al­most in­aud­ible. She moved, timor­ously, a little near­er to him.

			“Bad news?” she echoed un­cer­tainly, and once more ter­ror filled her burdened, flut­ter­ing heart.

			“You are to be ar­res­ted to­mor­row morn­ing on the charge of hav­ing caused the death of your hus­band by pois­on. The po­lice claim to pos­sess ample evid­ence to en­sure a con­vic­tion; so you are in fright­ful danger.”

			Ar­res­ted? In one fleet­ing mo­ment she saw her­self a pris­on­er in the dock where Ro­ger Gret­orex had stood. She visu­al­ised the Judge, the jury, the law­yers in the well of the Court, even the piti­less crowd of sight­seers. The lift­ing of the black cap on to the Judge’s wig—his aw­ful words of ad­mon­i­tion—the con­demned cell … the gal­lows. …

			She who now had al­ways fain­ted so eas­ily, why did she not faint now? Be­cause she was tast­ing the bit­ter­ness of death.

			Yet she made no sign, though she was star­ing at Rush­worth with dilated eyes. But for those large, ter­ror-filled eyes, he would have thought that she had not un­der­stood the pur­port of his aw­ful rev­el­a­tion of what now awaited her. And some­thing like a spasm of pity shook him to the depths of his be­ing.

			“I think, nay, I’m sure, I can save you,” he ex­claimed con­fid­ently.

			Then he went on, speak­ing in low, quick tones: “I’ve ar­ranged with a friend of mine who has got an aero­plane—you re­mem­ber Jack Quirk, on the yacht?—to take you by air now, at once, today, to Spain. You will travel as his wife, on her pass­port. I’ve brought you a thou­sand pounds in gold, and an­oth­er thou­sand in notes. From Spain you ought to be able to get a pas­sage to South Amer­ica without too much trouble. Quirk will ar­range it all for you, and he will give you an ad­dress, where, if in need of help, you can write to me, once you are safe, far, far away.”

			His voice broke. He was re­mem­ber­ing a mo­ment—an im­mor­tal mo­ment—in their joint lives, when Ivy had cer­tainly loved him, in her fash­ion.

			He saw her lips, which were quiv­er­ing un­der the dab of lip­stick rouge, try to form the words, “Thank you.”

			“I’m afraid there’s no time to be lost. We’d bet­ter not be seen leav­ing the flat to­geth­er. I’ll say good­bye to you in the hall, and you’d bet­ter fol­low in about five minutes. My car is in Palace Row. Don’t bring any­thing with you. The front door may be watched, but I think not, as you are be­lieved to be in the coun­try.”

		
	
		
			Epilogue

			For the first few mo­ments, spent alone by her in her bed­room, Ivy could only feel re­lief—sheer, sob­bing re­lief.

			Then there came over her a sen­sa­tion of ut­ter, numb des­pair.

			She had lost everything that makes life worth the liv­ing to such as she …

			But there was no time left her, now, to re­mem­ber the past, or dread the fu­ture. She must hurry—hurry.

			So it was that, in less than five minutes after Rush­worth had left her, she was stand­ing out­side the flat, clad in a small pull-on black hat and a big fur coat.

			The lift came up, and then, just as she was go­ing to step in­to it, she re­membered sud­denly the bol­ster bag Rush­worth had bought for her at Dieppe. On the morn­ing of Jer­vis’s death she had shaken out of the in­ner pochette the two or three pinches of—of “stuff” which re­mained in it, in­to the fire, and then, hardly know­ing what she was do­ing, she had put it back in the red des­patch-box. It would be all right, there, till she went out of her wid­ow’s mourn­ing.

			She couldn’t leave that be­hind. Why it was worth a lot of money! Be­sides, she would give up wear­ing black as soon as she reached the place of safety Rush­worth had prom­ised her.

			“Wait a minute,” she said to the port­er. “I’ve for­got­ten some­thing. I won’t be a second!”

			She put her key in the lock, and rushed back to her bed­room.

			Mean­while there began an in­sist­ent ringing for the lift from the bot­tom of the shaft, in the hall of the Man­sion.

			The port­er knew pretty Mrs. Lex­ton’s ways. He felt sure that when she had said: “I won’t be a second!” she meant prob­ably five minutes, maybe even longer than that, es­pe­cially if she had for­got­ten some­thing.

			The bell was ringing con­tinu­ously now, and with a shock the man re­membered that the agent for Duke of Kent Man­sion was com­ing to see a leak in the roof this very af­ter­noon.

			Quickly he pulled the cable, and the lift slid down.

			Mean­while Ivy had run back in­to her bed­room, turn­ing up the elec­tric light as she walked through the door. Quickly she took the three keys she al­ways car­ried about with her in her em­broidered black van­ité case, and, un­lock­ing the half of the great cup­board, she seized the des­patch-box.

			The lid fell back the wrong side, queerly. Someone fail­ing to force the lock had prized open the hinges, and the bag with its beau­ti­ful em­er­ald and pearl clasp was gone—gone!

			She threw a wild look round her. What could she take with her? Then she re­membered what Rush­worth had said. No, she mustn’t take any­thing. Noth­ing, apart from that little bol­ster bag, was of any real value. … She turned out the light, and, run­ning blindly through the dark hall, opened the front door of the flat. She hadn’t been more than two or three minutes, after all.

			She was trem­bling now; she felt strung-up and ter­ri­fied, hardly con­scious of what she was do­ing.

			She opened wide the lift gates. They were already ajar, and then—her little feet stepped through in­to the void.

			The man be­low heard a ter­rible scream, fol­lowed by an aw­ful thud, thud, on the iron top of the lift.

			And, at once, with a fear­ful sen­sa­tion of dis­may, he knew what he had done. He had omit­ted to shut the gates for the first time since he had been on this job.

			For one thing, apart al­to­geth­er from that little mat­ter of the agent’s vis­it, he, too, was ex­cited—he, too, had been won­der­ing what was go­ing to hap­pen. Every­one in Duke of Kent Man­sion had been thrilled by the news of the re­prieve. And, in his ex­cite­ment at see­ing the heroine of the Lex­ton Mys­tery, and in his cer­tainty that he would be up again in less than a minute, he had left the lift gates ajar.

			In one rush­ing mo­ment, while on his way to the house-tele­phone to ring up the en­gin­eer, he visu­al­ised with dread­ful clear­ness the Cor­on­er’s court, the cen­sure passed on him by the jury, his dis­missal from this good situ­ation, and the con­sequent angry des­pair of his wife.

			Poor, pretty, pleas­ant-spoken “Ivy,” as he, in the com­pany of thou­sands of oth­er men of all ages, con­di­tions, and kinds, had fallen in­to the way of secretly call­ing her—she had brought bad luck on every­body who came in touch with her. Well! Now she wouldn’t be able to harm any­body, man or wo­man, any more.
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