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			Ukridge’s Dog College

			“Lad­die,” said Stan­ley Feath­er­stone­haugh Ukridge, that much-en­dur­ing man, help­ing him­self to my to­bacco and slip­ping the pouch ab­sently in­to his pock­et, “listen to me, you son of Beli­al.”

			“What?” I said, re­triev­ing the pouch.

			“Do you want to make an enorm­ous for­tune?”

			“I do.”

			“Then write my bio­graphy. Bung it down on pa­per, and we’ll split the pro­ceeds. I’ve been mak­ing a pretty close study of your stuff lately, old horse, and it’s all wrong. The trouble with you is that you don’t plumb the well­springs of hu­man nature and all that. You just think up some rot­ten yarn about some-dam-thing-or-oth­er and shove it down. Now, if you tackled my life, you’d have some­thing worth writ­ing about. Pots of money in it, my boy—Eng­lish seri­al rights and Amer­ic­an seri­al rights and book rights, and dra­mat­ic rights and movie rights—well, you can take it from me that, at a con­ser­vat­ive es­tim­ate, we should clean up at least fifty thou­sand pounds apiece.”

			“As much as that?”

			“Fully that. And listen, lad­die, I’ll tell you what. You’re a good chap and we’ve been pals for years, so I’ll let you have my share of the Eng­lish seri­al rights for a hun­dred pounds down.”

			“What makes you think I’ve got a hun­dred pounds?”

			“Well, then, I’ll make it my share of the Eng­lish and Amer­ic­an seri­al rights for fifty.”

			“Your col­lar’s come off its stud.”

			“How about my com­plete share of the whole dashed out­fit for twenty-five?”

			“Not for me, thanks.”

			“Then I’ll tell you what, old horse,” said Ukridge, in­spired. “Just lend me half a crown to be go­ing on with.”

			

			If the lead­ing in­cid­ents of S. F. Ukridge’s dis­rep­ut­able ca­reer are to be giv­en to the pub­lic—and not, as some might sug­gest, de­cently hushed up—I sup­pose I am the man to write them. Ukridge and I have been in­tim­ate since the days of school. To­geth­er we spor­ted on the green, and when he was ex­pelled no one missed him more than I. An un­for­tu­nate busi­ness, this ex­pul­sion. Ukridge’s gen­er­ous spir­it, ever ill-at­tuned to school rules, caused him even­tu­ally to break the sol­em­nest of them all by sneak­ing out at night to try his skill at the coconut-shies of the loc­al vil­lage fair; and his foresight in put­ting on scar­let whiskers and a false nose for the ex­ped­i­tion was com­pletely neut­ral­ised by the fact that he ab­sent­mindedly wore his school cap through­out the en­tire pro­ceed­ings. He left the next morn­ing, re­gret­ted by all.

			After this there was a hi­atus of some years in our friend­ship. I was at Cam­bridge, ab­sorb­ing cul­ture, and Ukridge, as far as I could gath­er from his rare let­ters and the re­ports of mu­tu­al ac­quaint­ances, flit­ting about the world like a snipe. Some­body met him in New York, just off a cattle-ship. Some­body else saw him in Buenos Aires. Some­body, again, spoke sadly of hav­ing been pounced on by him at Monte Carlo and touched for a fiver. It was not un­til I settled down in Lon­don that he came back in­to my life. We met in Pic­ca­dilly one day, and re­sumed our re­la­tions where they had been broken off. Old as­so­ci­ations are strong, and the fact that he was about my build and so could wear my socks and shirts drew us very close to­geth­er.

			Then he dis­ap­peared again, and it was a month or more be­fore I got news of him.

			It was George Tup­per who brought the news. George was head of the school in my last year, and he has ful­filled ex­actly the im­pec­cable prom­ise of those early days. He is in the For­eign Of­fice, do­ing well and much re­spec­ted. He has an earn­est, pulpy heart and takes oth­er people’s troubles very ser­i­ously. Of­ten he had mourned to me like a fath­er over Ukridge’s er­rat­ic pro­gress through life, and now, as he spoke, he seemed to be filled with a sol­emn joy, as over a re­formed prod­ig­al.

			“Have you heard about Ukridge?” said George Tup­per. “He has settled down at last. Gone to live with an aunt of his who owns one of those big houses on Wimble­don Com­mon. A very rich wo­man. I am de­lighted. It will be the mak­ing of the old chap.”

			I sup­pose he was right in a way, but to me this tame sub­sid­ence in­to com­pan­ion­ship with a rich aunt in Wimble­don seemed some­how an in­de­cent, al­most a tra­gic, end to a col­our­ful ca­reer like that of S. F. Ukridge. And when I met the man a week later my heart grew heav­ier still.

			It was in Ox­ford Street at the hour when wo­men come up from the sub­urbs to shop; and he was stand­ing among the dogs and com­mis­sion­aires out­side Sel­fridge’s. His arms were full of par­cels, his face was set in a mask of wan dis­com­fort, and he was so beau­ti­fully dressed that for an in­stant I did not re­cog­nise him. Everything which the Cor­rect Man wears was as­sembled on his per­son, from the silk hat to the pat­ent-leath­er boots; and, as he con­fided to me in the first minute, he was suf­fer­ing the tor­tures of the damned. The boots pinched him, the hat hurt his fore­head, and the col­lar was worse than the hat and boots com­bined.

			“She makes me wear them,” he said, moodily, jerking his head to­wards the in­teri­or of the store and ut­ter­ing a sharp howl as the move­ment caused the col­lar to gouge his neck.

			“Still,” I said, try­ing to turn his mind to hap­pi­er things, “you must be hav­ing a great time. George Tup­per tells me that your aunt is rich. I sup­pose you’re liv­ing off the fat of the land.”

			“The brows­ing and sluicing are good,” ad­mit­ted Ukridge. “But it’s a wear­ing life, lad­die. A wear­ing life, old horse.”

			“Why don’t you come and see me some­times?”

			“I’m not al­lowed out at night.”

			“Well, shall I come and see you?”

			A look of poignant alarm shot out from un­der the silk hat.

			“Don’t dream of it, lad­die,” said Ukridge, earn­estly. “Don’t dream of it. You’re a good chap—my best pal and all that sort of thing—but the fact is, my stand­ing in the home’s none too sol­id even now, and one sight of you would knock my prestige in­to hash. Aunt Ju­lia would think you worldly.”

			“I’m not worldly.”

			“Well, you look worldly. You wear a squash hat and a soft col­lar. If you don’t mind my sug­gest­ing it, old horse, I think, if I were you, I’d pop off now be­fore she comes out. Good­bye, lad­die.”

			“Ich­abod!” I mur­mured sadly to my­self as I passed on down Ox­ford Street. “Ich­abod!”

			I should have had more faith. I should have known my Ukridge bet­ter. I should have real­ised that a Lon­don sub­urb could no more im­pris­on that great man per­man­ently than El­ba did Na­po­leon.

			One af­ter­noon, as I let my­self in­to the house in Ebury Street of which I ren­ted at that time the bed­room and sit­ting room on the first floor, I came upon Bowles, my land­lord, stand­ing in listen­ing at­ti­tude at the foot of the stairs.

			“Good af­ter­noon, sir,” said Bowles. “A gen­tle­man is wait­ing to see you. I fancy I heard him call­ing me a mo­ment ago.”

			“Who is he?”

			“A Mr. Ukridge, sir. He—”

			A vast voice boomed out from above.

			“Bowles, old horse!”

			Bowles, like all oth­er pro­pri­et­ors of fur­nished apart­ments in the south­west­ern dis­trict of Lon­don, was an ex-but­ler, and about him, as about all ex-but­lers, there clung like a gar­ment an aura of dig­ni­fied su­peri­or­ity which had nev­er failed to crush my spir­it. He was a man of portly as­pect, with a bald head and prom­in­ent eyes of a light­ish green—eyes that seemed to weigh me dis­pas­sion­ately and find me want­ing. “H’m!” they seemed to say. “Young—very young. And not at all what I have been ac­cus­tomed to in the best places.” To hear this dig­nit­ary ad­dressed—and in a shout at that—as “old horse” af­fected me with much the same sense of im­min­ent chaos as would af­flict a de­vout young cur­ate if he saw his bish­op slapped on the back. The shock, there­fore, when he re­spon­ded not merely mildly but with what al­most amoun­ted to ca­marader­ie was numb­ing.

			“Sir?” cooed Bowles.

			“Bring me six bones and a cork­screw.”

			“Very good, sir.”

			Bowles re­tired, and I bounded up­stairs and flung open the door of my sit­ting room.

			“Great Scott!” I said, blankly.

			The place was a sea of Pekingese dogs. Later in­vest­ig­a­tion re­duced their num­bers to six, but in that first mo­ment there seemed to be hun­dreds. Gog­gling eyes met mine wherever I looked. The room was a forest of wav­ing tails. With his back against the man­tel­piece, smoking pla­cidly, stood Ukridge.

			“Hallo, lad­die!” he said, with a gen­i­al wave of the hand, as if to make me free of the place. “You’re just in time. I’ve got to dash off and catch a train in a quarter of an hour. Stop it, you mutts!” he bel­lowed, and the six Pekingese, who had been bark­ing stead­ily since my ar­rival, stopped in mid-yap, and were still. Ukridge’s per­son­al­ity seemed to ex­er­cise a mag­net­ism over the an­im­al king­dom, from ex-but­lers to Pekes, which bordered on the un­canny. “I’m off to Sheep’s Cray, in Kent. Taken a cot­tage there.”

			“Are you go­ing to live there?”

			“Yes.”

			“But what about your aunt?”

			“Oh, I’ve left her. Life is stern and life is earn­est, and if I mean to make a for­tune I’ve got to bustle about and not stay cooped up in a place like Wimble­don.”

			“Some­thing in that.”

			“Be­sides which, she told me the very sight of me made her sick and she nev­er wanted to see me again.”

			I might have guessed, dir­ectly I saw him, that some up­heav­al had taken place. The sump­tu­ous raiment which had made him such a treat to the eye at our last meet­ing was gone, and he was back in his pre-Wimble­don cos­tume, which was, as the ad­vert­ise­ments say, dis­tinct­ively in­di­vidu­al. Over grey flan­nel trousers, a golf coat, and a brown sweat­er he wore like a roy­al robe a bright yel­low mack­in­tosh. His col­lar had broken free from its stud and showed a couple of inches of bare neck. His hair was dis­ordered, and his mas­ter­ful nose was topped by a pair of steel-rimmed pince-nez cun­ningly at­tached to his flap­ping ears with ginger-beer wire. His whole ap­pear­ance spelled re­volt.

			Bowles mani­fes­ted him­self with a plate­ful of bones.

			“That’s right. Chuck ’em down on the floor.”

			“Very good, sir.”

			“I like that fel­low,” said Ukridge, as the door closed. “We had a dashed in­ter­est­ing talk be­fore you came in. Did you know he had a cous­in on the mu­sic-halls?”

			“He hasn’t con­fided in me much.”

			“He’s prom­ised me an in­tro­duc­tion to him later on. May be use­ful to be in touch with a man who knows the ropes. You see, lad­die, I’ve hit on the most amaz­ing scheme.” He swept his arm round dra­mat­ic­ally, over­turn­ing a plaster cast of the In­fant Samuel at Pray­er. “All right, all right, you can mend it with glue or some­thing, and, any­way, you’re prob­ably bet­ter without it. Yessir, I’ve hit on a great scheme. The idea of a thou­sand years.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I’m go­ing to train dogs.”

			“Train dogs?”

			“For the mu­sic-hall stage. Dog acts, you know. Per­form­ing dogs. Pots of money in it. I start in a mod­est way with these six. When I’ve taught ’em a few tricks, I sell them to a fel­low in the pro­fes­sion for a large sum and buy twelve more. I train those, sell ’em for a large sum, and with the money buy twenty-four more. I train those—”

			“Here, wait a minute.” My head was be­gin­ning to swim. I had a vis­ion of Eng­land paved with Pekingese dogs, all do­ing tricks. “How do you know you’ll be able to sell them?”

			“Of course I shall. The de­mand’s enorm­ous. Sup­ply can’t cope with it. At a con­ser­vat­ive es­tim­ate I should think I ought to scoop in four or five thou­sand pounds the first year. That, of course, is be­fore the busi­ness really starts to ex­pand.”

			“I see.”

			“When I get go­ing prop­erly, with a dozen as­sist­ants un­der me and an or­gan­ised es­tab­lish­ment, I shall be­gin to touch the big money. What I’m aim­ing at is a sort of Dogs’ Col­lege out in the coun­try some­where. Big place with a lot of ground. Reg­u­lar classes and a set cur­riculum. Large staff, each mem­ber of it with so many dogs un­der his care, me look­ing on and su­per­in­tend­ing. Why, once the thing starts mov­ing it’ll run it­self, and all I shall have to do will be to sit back and en­dorse the cheques. It isn’t as if I would have to con­fine my op­er­a­tions to Eng­land. The de­mand for per­form­ing dogs is uni­ver­sal through­out the civ­il­ised world. Amer­ica wants per­form­ing dogs. Aus­tralia wants per­form­ing dogs. Africa could do with a few, I’ve no doubt. My aim, lad­die, is gradu­ally to get a mono­poly of the trade. I want every­body who needs a per­form­ing dog of any de­scrip­tion to come auto­mat­ic­ally to me. And I’ll tell you what, lad­die. If you like to put up a bit of cap­it­al, I’ll let you in on the ground floor.”

			“No, thanks.”

			“All right. Have it your own way. Only don’t for­get that there was a fel­low who put nine hun­dred dol­lars in­to the Ford Car busi­ness when it was start­ing and he col­lec­ted a cool forty mil­lion. I say, is that clock right? Great Scott! I’ll be miss­ing my train. Help me mo­bil­ise these dashed an­im­als.”

			Five minutes later, ac­com­pan­ied by the six Pekingese and bear­ing about him a pound of my to­bacco, three pairs of my socks, and the re­mains of a bottle of whisky, Ukridge de­par­ted in a tax­icab for Char­ing Cross Sta­tion to be­gin his life­work.

			Per­haps six weeks passed, six quiet Ukridge­less weeks, and then one morn­ing I re­ceived an agit­ated tele­gram. In­deed, it was not so much a tele­gram as a cry of an­guish. In every word of it there breathed the tor­tured spir­it of a great man who has battled in vain against over­whelm­ing odds. It was the sort of tele­gram which Job might have sent off after a lengthy ses­sion with Bildad the Shuhite:—

			
				“Come here im­me­di­ately, lad­die. Life and death mat­ter, old horse. Des­per­ate situ­ation. Don’t fail me.”

			

			It stirred me like a bugle, I caught the next train.

			The White Cot­tage, Sheep’s Cray—destined, pre­sum­ably, to be­come in fu­ture years an his­tor­ic spot and a Mecca for dog-lov­ing pil­grims—was a small and battered build­ing stand­ing near the main road to Lon­don at some dis­tance from the vil­lage. I found it without dif­fi­culty, for Ukridge seemed to have achieved a cer­tain celebrity in the neigh­bour­hood; but to ef­fect an entry was a harder task. I rapped for a full minute without res­ult, then shouted; and I was about to con­clude that Ukridge was not at home when the door sud­denly opened. As I was just giv­ing a fi­nal bang at the mo­ment, I entered the house in a man­ner re­min­is­cent of one of the Bal­let Russe prac­tising a new and dif­fi­cult step.

			“Sorry, old horse,” said Ukridge. “Wouldn’t have kept you wait­ing if I’d known who it was. Thought you were Gooch, the gro­cer—goods sup­plied to the value of six pounds three and a penny.”

			“I see.”

			“He keeps hound­ing me for his beastly money,” said Ukridge, bit­terly, as he led the way in­to the sit­ting room. “It’s a little hard. Upon my Sam it’s a little hard. I come down here to in­aug­ur­ate a vast busi­ness and do the nat­ives a bit of good by es­tab­lish­ing a grow­ing in­dustry in their midst, and the first thing you know they turn round and bite the hand that was go­ing to feed them. I’ve been hampered and rattled by these blood­suck­ers ever since I got here. A little trust, a little sym­pathy, a little of the good old give-and-take spir­it—that was all I asked. And what happened? They wanted a bit on ac­count! Kept both­er­ing me for a bit on ac­count, I’ll trouble you, just when I needed all my thoughts and all my en­ergy and every ounce of con­cen­tra­tion at my com­mand for my ex­traordin­ar­ily dif­fi­cult and del­ic­ate work. I couldn’t give them a bit on ac­count. Later on, if they had only ex­er­cised reas­on­able pa­tience, I would no doubt have been in a po­s­i­tion to settle their in­fernal bills fifty times over. But the time was not ripe. I reasoned with the men. I said, ‘Here am I, a busy man, try­ing hard to edu­cate six Pekingese dogs for the mu­sic-hall stage, and you come dis­tract­ing my at­ten­tion and im­pair­ing my ef­fi­ciency by bab­bling about a bit on ac­count. It isn’t the pull-to­geth­er spir­it,’ I said. ‘It isn’t the spir­it that wins to wealth. These nar­row petty-cash ideas can nev­er make for suc­cess.’ But no, they couldn’t see it. They star­ted call­ing here at all hours and way­lay­ing me in the pub­lic high­ways till life be­came an ab­so­lute curse. And now what do you think has happened?”

			“What?”

			“The dogs.”

			“Got dis­tem­per?”

			“No. Worse. My land­lord’s pinched them as se­cur­ity for his in­fernal rent! Sneaked the stock. Tied up the as­sets. Crippled the busi­ness at the very out­set. Have you ever in your life heard of any­thing so dast­ardly? I know I agreed to pay the damned rent weekly and I’m about six weeks be­hind, but, my gosh! surely a man with a huge en­ter­prise on his hands isn’t sup­posed to have to worry about these trifles when he’s oc­cu­pied with the most del­ic­ate—Well, I put all that to old Nick­er­son, but a fat lot of good it did. So then I wired to you.”

			“Ah!” I said, and there was a brief and preg­nant pause.

			“I thought,” said Ukridge, med­it­at­ively, “that you might be able to sug­gest some­body I could touch.”

			He spoke in a de­tached and al­most cas­u­al way, but his eye was gleam­ing at me sig­ni­fic­antly, and I avoided it with a sense of guilt. My fin­ances at the mo­ment were in their cus­tom­ary un­settled con­di­tion—rather more so, in fact, than usu­al, ow­ing to un­sat­is­fact­ory spec­u­la­tions at Kemp­ton Park on the pre­vi­ous Sat­urday; and it seemed to me that, if ever there was a time for passing the buck, this was it. I mused tensely. It was an oc­ca­sion for quick think­ing.

			“George Tup­per!” I cried, on the crest of a brain­wave.

			“George Tup­per?” echoed Ukridge, ra­di­antly, his gloom melt­ing like fog be­fore the sun. “The very man, by Gad! It’s a most amaz­ing thing, but I nev­er thought of him. George Tup­per, of course! Big­hearted George, the old school-chum. He’ll do it like a shot and won’t miss the money. These For­eign Of­fice blokes have al­ways got a spare ten­ner or two tucked away in the old sock. They pinch it out of the pub­lic funds. Rush back to town, lad­die, with all speed, get hold of Tuppy, lush him up, and bite his ear for twenty quid. Now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of the party.”

			I had been con­vinced that George Tup­per would not fail us, nor did he. He par­ted without a mur­mur—even with en­thu­si­asm. The con­sign­ment was one that might have been made to or­der for him. As a boy, George used to write sen­ti­ment­al po­etry for the school magazine, and now he is the sort of man who is al­ways start­ing sub­scrip­tion lists and get­ting up me­mori­als and present­a­tions. He listened to my story with the ser­i­ous of­fi­cial air which these For­eign Of­fice fel­lows put on when they are de­cid­ing wheth­er to de­clare war on Switzer­land or send a firm note to San Marino, and was reach­ing for his cheque­book be­fore I had been speak­ing two minutes. Ukridge’s sad case seemed to move him deeply.

			“Too bad,” said George. “So he is train­ing dogs, is he? Well, it seems very un­fair that, if he has at last settled down to real work, he should be hampered by fin­an­cial dif­fi­culties at the out­set. We ought to do some­thing prac­tic­al for him. After all, a loan of twenty pounds can­not re­lieve the situ­ation per­man­ently.”

			“I think you’re a bit op­tim­ist­ic if you’re look­ing on it as a loan.”

			“What Ukridge needs is cap­it­al.”

			“He thinks that, too. So does Gooch, the gro­cer.”

			“Cap­it­al,” re­peated George Tup­per, firmly, as if he were reas­on­ing with the pleni­po­ten­tiary of some Great Power. “Every ven­ture re­quires cap­it­al at first.” He frowned thought­fully. “Where can we ob­tain cap­it­al for Ukridge?”

			“Rob a bank.”

			George Tup­per’s face cleared.

			“I have it!” he said. “I will go straight over to Wimble­don to­night and ap­proach his aunt.”

			“Aren’t you for­get­ting that Ukridge is about as pop­u­lar with her as a cold Welsh rab­bit?”

			“There may be a tem­por­ary es­trange­ment, but if I tell her the facts and im­press upon her that Ukridge is really mak­ing a genu­ine ef­fort to earn a liv­ing—”

			“Well, try it if you like. But she will prob­ably set the par­rot on to you.”

			“It will have to be done dip­lo­mat­ic­ally, of course. It might be as well if you did not tell Ukridge what I pro­pose to do. I do not wish to arouse hopes which may not be ful­filled.”

			A blaze of yel­low on the plat­form of Sheep’s Cray Sta­tion next morn­ing in­formed me that Ukridge had come to meet my train. The sun poured down from a cloud­less sky, but it took more than sun­shine to make Stan­ley Feath­er­stone­haugh Ukridge dis­card his mack­in­tosh. He looked like an an­im­ated blob of mus­tard.

			When the train rolled in, he was stand­ing in sol­it­ary grandeur try­ing to light his pipe, but as I got out I per­ceived that he had been joined by a sad-look­ing man, who, from the rap­id and earn­est man­ner in which he talked and the vehe­mence of his ges­tic­u­la­tions, ap­peared to be vent­il­at­ing some theme on which he felt deeply. Ukridge was look­ing warm and har­assed, and, as I ap­proached, I could hear his voice boom­ing in reply.

			“My dear sir, my dear old horse, do be reas­on­able, do try to cul­tiv­ate the big, broad flex­ible out­look—”

			He saw me and broke away—not un­will­ingly; and, grip­ping my arm, drew me off along the plat­form. The sad-look­ing man fol­lowed ir­res­ol­utely.

			“Have you got the stuff, lad­die?” en­quired Ukridge, in a tense whis­per. “Have you got it?”

			“Yes, here it is.”

			“Put it back, put it back!” moaned Ukridge in agony, as I felt in my pock­et. “Do you know who that was I was talk­ing to? Gooch, the gro­cer!”

			“Goods sup­plied to the value of six pounds three and a penny?”

			“Ab­so­lutely!”

			“Well, now’s your chance. Fling him a purse of gold. That’ll make him look silly.”

			“My dear old horse, I can’t af­ford to go about the place squan­der­ing my cash simply in or­der to make gro­cers look silly. That money is ear­marked for Nick­er­son, my land­lord.”

			“Oh! I say, I think the six pounds three and a penny bird is fol­low­ing us.”

			“Then for good­ness’ sake, lad­die, let’s get a move on! If that man knew we had twenty quid on us, our lives wouldn’t be safe. He’d make one spring.”

			He hur­ried me out of the sta­tion and led the way up a shady lane that wound off through the fields, slink­ing furt­ively “like one that on a lone­some road doth walk in fear and dread, and hav­ing once looked back walks on and turns no more his head, be­cause he knows a fright­ful fiend doth close be­hind him tread.” As a mat­ter of fact, the fright­ful fiend had giv­en up the pur­suit after the first few steps, and a mo­ment later I drew this fact to Ukridge’s at­ten­tion, for it was not the sort of day on which to break walk­ing re­cords un­ne­ces­sar­ily.

			He hal­ted, re­lieved, and mopped his spa­cious brow with a handker­chief which I re­cog­nised as hav­ing once been my prop­erty.

			“Thank good­ness we’ve shaken him off,” he said. “Not a bad chap in his way, I be­lieve—a good hus­band and fath­er, I’m told, and sings in the church choir. But no vis­ion. That’s what he lacks, old horse—vis­ion. He can’t un­der­stand that all vast in­dus­tri­al en­ter­prises have been built up on a sys­tem of lib­er­al and cheer­ful cred­it. Won’t real­ise that cred­it is the lifeblood of com­merce. Without cred­it com­merce has no elasti­city. And if com­merce has no elasti­city what dam’ good is it?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Nor does any­body else. Well, now that he’s gone, you can give me that money. Did old Tuppy cough up cheer­fully?”

			“Blithely.”

			“I knew it,” said Ukridge, deeply moved, “I knew it. A good fel­low. One of the best. I’ve al­ways liked Tuppy. A man you can rely on. Some day, when I get go­ing on a big scale, he shall have this back a thou­sand­fold. I’m glad you brought small notes.”

			“Why?”

			“I want to scat­ter ’em about on the table in front of this Nick­er­son blight­er.”

			“Is this where he lives?”

			We had come to a red-roofed house, set back from the road amidst trees. Ukridge wiel­ded the knock­er force­fully.

			“Tell Mr. Nick­er­son,” he said to the maid, “that Mr. Ukridge has called and would like a word.”

			About the de­mean­our of the man who presently entered the room in­to which we had been shown there was that subtle but well-marked some­thing which stamps your cred­it­or all the world over. Mr. Nick­er­son was a man of me­di­um height, al­most com­pletely sur­roun­ded by whiskers, and through the shrub­bery he gazed at Ukridge with frozen eyes, shoot­ing out waves of de­le­ter­i­ous an­im­al mag­net­ism. You could see at a glance that he was not fond of Ukridge. Take him for all in all, Mr. Nick­er­son looked like one of the less ami­able proph­ets of the Old Test­a­ment about to in­ter­view the cap­tive mon­arch of the Amalekites.

			“Well?” he said, and I have nev­er heard the word spoken in a more for­bid­ding man­ner.

			“I’ve come about the rent.”

			“Ah!” said Mr. Nick­er­son, guardedly.

			“To pay it,” said Ukridge.

			“To pay it!” ejac­u­lated Mr. Nick­er­son, in­cred­u­lously.

			“Here!” said Ukridge, and with a su­perb ges­ture flung money on the table.

			I un­der­stood now why the massive-minded man had wanted small notes. They made a brave dis­play. There was a light breeze blow­ing in through the open win­dow, and so mu­sic­al a rust­ling did it set up as it played about the heaped-up wealth that Mr. Nick­er­son’s aus­ter­ity seemed to van­ish like breath off a razor-blade. For a mo­ment a dazed look came in­to his eyes and he swayed slightly; then, as he star­ted to gath­er up the money, he took on the be­ne­vol­ent air of a bish­op bless­ing pil­grims. As far as Mr. Nick­er­son was con­cerned, the sun was up.

			“Why, thank you, Mr. Ukridge, I’m sure,” he said. “Thank you very much. No hard feel­ings, I trust?”

			“Not on my side, old horse,” re­spon­ded Ukridge, af­fably. “Busi­ness is busi­ness.”

			“Ex­actly.”

			“Well, I may as well take those dogs now,” said Ukridge, help­ing him­self to a ci­gar from a box which he had just dis­covered on the man­tel­piece and put­ting a couple more in his pock­et in the friend­li­est way. “The soon­er they’re back with me, the bet­ter. They’ve lost a day’s edu­ca­tion as it is.”

			“Why, cer­tainly, Mr. Ukridge; cer­tainly. They are in the shed at the bot­tom of the garden. I will get them for you at once.”

			He re­treated through the door, bab­bling in­gra­ti­at­ingly.

			“Amaz­ing how fond these blokes are of money,” sighed Ukridge. “It’s a thing I don’t like to see. Sor­did, I call it. That blight­er’s eyes were gleam­ing, pos­it­ively gleam­ing, lad­die, as he scooped up the stuff. Good ci­gars these,” he ad­ded, pock­et­ing three more.

			There was a fal­ter­ing foot­step out­side, and Mr. Nick­er­son re-entered the room. The man ap­peared to have some­thing on his mind. A glassy look was in his whisker-bordered eyes, and his mouth, though it was not easy to see it through the jungle, seemed to me to be sag­ging mourn­fully. He re­sembled a minor proph­et who has been hit be­hind the ear with a stuffed eel-skin.

			“Mr. Ukridge!”

			“Hallo?”

			“The—the little dogs!”

			“Well?”

			“The little dogs!”

			“What about them?”

			“They have gone!”

			“Gone?”

			“Run away!”

			“Run away? How the dev­il could they run away?”

			“There seems to have been a loose board at the back of the shed. The little dogs must have wriggled through. There is no trace of them to be found.”

			Ukridge flung up his arms des­pair­ingly. He swelled like a cap­tive bal­loon. His pince-nez rocked on his nose, his mack­in­tosh flapped men­acingly, and his col­lar sprang off its stud. He brought his fist down with a crash on the table.

			“Upon my Sam!”

			“I am ex­tremely sorry—”

			“Upon my Sam!” cried Ukridge. “It’s hard. It’s pretty hard. I come down here to in­aug­ur­ate a great busi­ness, which would even­tu­ally have brought trade and prosper­ity to the whole neigh­bour­hood, and I have hardly had time to turn round and at­tend to the pre­lim­in­ary de­tails of the en­ter­prise when this man comes and sneaks my dogs. And now he tells me with a light laugh—”

			“Mr. Ukridge, I as­sure you—”

			“Tells me with a light laugh that they’ve gone. Gone! Gone where? Why, dash it, they may be all over the county. A fat chance I’ve got of ever see­ing them again. Six valu­able Pekingese, already edu­cated prac­tic­ally to the stage where they could have been sold at an enorm­ous profit—”

			Mr. Nick­er­son was fum­bling guiltily, and now he pro­duced from his pock­et a crumpled wad of notes, which he thrust agit­atedly upon Ukridge, who waved them away with loath­ing.

			“This gen­tle­man,” boomed Ukridge, in­dic­at­ing me with a sweep­ing ges­ture, “hap­pens to be a law­yer. It is ex­tremely lucky that he chanced to come down today to pay me a vis­it. Have you fol­lowed the pro­ceed­ings closely?”

			I said I had fol­lowed them very closely.

			“Is it your opin­ion that an ac­tion will lie?”

			I said it seemed highly prob­able, and this ex­pert rul­ing ap­peared to put the fi­nal touch on Mr. Nick­er­son’s col­lapse. Al­most tear­fully he urged the notes on Ukridge.

			“What’s this?” said Ukridge, loftily.

			“I—I thought, Mr. Ukridge, that, if it were agree­able to you, you might con­sent to take your money back, and—and con­sider the epis­ode closed.”

			Ukridge turned to me with raised eye­brows.

			“Ha!” he cried. “Ha, ha!”

			“Ha, ha!” I chor­used, du­ti­fully.

			“He thinks that he can close the epis­ode by giv­ing me my money back. Isn’t that rich?”

			“Fruity,” I agreed.

			“Those dogs were worth hun­dreds of pounds, and he thinks he can square me with a rot­ten twenty. Would you have be­lieved it if you hadn’t heard it with your own ears, old horse?”

			“Nev­er!”

			“I’ll tell you what I’ll do,” said Ukridge, after thought. “I’ll take this money.” Mr. Nick­er­son thanked him. “And there are one or two tri­fling ac­counts which want set­tling with some of the loc­al trades­men. You will square those—”

			“Cer­tainly, Mr. Ukridge, cer­tainly.”

			“And after that—well, I’ll have to think it over. If I de­cide to in­sti­tute pro­ceed­ings my law­yer will com­mu­nic­ate with you in due course.”

			And we left the wretched man, cower­ing despic­ably be­hind his whiskers.

			It seemed to me, as we passed down the tree-shaded lane and out in­to the white glare of the road, that Ukridge was bear­ing him­self in his hour of dis­aster with a rather ad­mir­able forti­tude. His stock-in-trade, the lifeblood of his en­ter­prise, was scattered all over Kent, prob­ably nev­er to re­turn, and all that he had to show on the oth­er side of the bal­ance-sheet was the can­cel­ling of a few weeks’ back rent and the pay­ing-off of Gooch, the gro­cer, and his friends. It was a situ­ation which might well have crushed the spir­it of an or­din­ary man, but Ukridge seemed by no means de­jec­ted. Jaunty, rather. His eyes shone be­hind their pince-nez and he whistled a rol­lick­ing air. When presently he began to sing, I felt that it was time to cre­ate a di­ver­sion.

			“What are you go­ing to do?” I asked.

			“Who, me?” said Ukridge, buoy­antly. “Oh, I’m com­ing back to town on the next train. You don’t mind hoof­ing it to the next sta­tion, do you? It’s only five miles. It might be a trifle risky to start from Sheep’s Cray.”

			“Why risky?”

			“Be­cause of the dogs, of course.”

			“Dogs?”

			Ukridge hummed a gay strain.

			“Oh, yes. I for­got to tell you about that. I’ve got ’em.”

			“What?”

			“Yes. I went out late last night and pinched them out of the shed.” He chuckled amusedly. “Per­fectly simple. Only needed a clear, level head. I bor­rowed a dead cat and tied a string to it, legged it to old Nick­er­son’s garden after dark, dug a board out of the back of the shed, and shoved my head down and chir­ruped. The dogs came trick­ling out, and I hared off, tow­ing old Col­on­el Cat on his string. Great run while it las­ted, lad­die. Hounds picked up the scent right away and star­ted off in a bunch at fifty miles an hour. Cat and I do­ing a steady fifty-five. Thought every minute old Nick­er­son would hear and start blaz­ing away with a gun, but noth­ing happened. I led the pack across coun­try for a run of twenty minutes without a check, parked the dogs in my sit­ting room, and so to bed. Took it out of me, by gosh! Not so young as I was.”

			I was si­lent for a mo­ment, con­scious of a feel­ing al­most of rev­er­ence. This man was un­doubtedly spa­cious. There had al­ways been some­thing about Ukridge that dulled the mor­al sense.

			“Well,” I said at length, “you’ve cer­tainly got vis­ion.”

			“Yes?” said Ukridge, grat­i­fied.

			“And the big, broad, flex­ible out­look.”

			“Got to, lad­die, nowadays. The found­a­tion of a suc­cess­ful busi­ness ca­reer.”

			“And what’s the next move?”

			We were draw­ing near to the White Cot­tage. It stood and broiled in the sun­light, and I hoped that there might be some­thing cool to drink in­side it. The win­dow of the sit­ting room was open, and through it came the yap­ping of Pekingese.

			“Oh, I shall find an­oth­er cot­tage some­where else,” said Ukridge, eye­ing his little home with a cer­tain sen­ti­ment­al­ity. “That won’t be hard. Lots of cot­tages all over the place. And then I shall buckle down to ser­i­ous work. You’ll be astoun­ded at the pro­gress I’ve made already. In a minute I’ll show you what those dogs can do.”

			“They can bark all right.”

			“Yes. They seem ex­cited about some­thing. You know, lad­die, I’ve had a great idea. When I saw you at your rooms my scheme was to spe­cial­ise in per­form­ing dogs for the mu­sic-halls—what you might call pro­fes­sion­al dogs. But I’ve been think­ing it over, and now I don’t see why I shouldn’t go in for de­vel­op­ing am­a­teur tal­ent as well. Say you have a dog—Fido, the house­hold pet—and you think it would bright­en the home if he could do a few tricks from time to time. Well, you’re a busy man, you haven’t the time to give up to teach­ing him. So you just tie a la­bel to his col­lar and ship him off for a month to the Ukridge Dog Col­lege, and back he comes, thor­oughly edu­cated. No trouble, no worry, easy terms. Upon my Sam, I’m not sure there isn’t more money in the am­a­teur branch than in the pro­fes­sion­al. I don’t see why even­tu­ally dog own­ers shouldn’t send their dogs to me as a reg­u­lar thing, just as they send their sons to Eton and Winchester. My golly! this idea’s be­gin­ning to de­vel­op. I’ll tell you what—how would it be to is­sue spe­cial col­lars to all dogs which have gradu­ated from my col­lege? Some­thing dis­tinct­ive which every­body would re­cog­nise. See what I mean? Sort of badge of hon­our. Fel­low with a dog en­titled to wear the Ukridge col­lar would be in a po­s­i­tion to look down on the bloke whose dog hadn’t got one. Gradu­ally it would get so that any­body in a de­cent so­cial po­s­i­tion would be ashamed to be seen out with a non-Ukridge dog. The thing would be­come a land­slide. Dogs would pour in from all corners of the coun­try. More work than I could handle. Have to start branches. The scheme’s co­lossal. Mil­lions in it, my boy! Mil­lions!” He paused with his fin­gers on the handle of the front door. “Of course,” he went on, “just at present it’s no good blink­ing the fact that I’m hampered and han­di­capped by lack of funds and can only ap­proach the thing on a small scale. What it amounts to, lad­die, is that some­how or oth­er I’ve got to get cap­it­al.”

			It seemed the mo­ment to spring the glad news.

			“I prom­ised him I wouldn’t men­tion it,” I said, “for fear it might lead to dis­ap­point­ment, but as a mat­ter of fact George Tup­per is try­ing to raise some cap­it­al for you. I left him last night start­ing out to get it.”

			“George Tup­per!”—Ukridge’s eyes dimmed with a not un­manly emo­tion—“George Tup­per! By Gad, that fel­low is the salt of the earth. Good, loy­al fel­low! A true friend. A man you can rely on. Upon my Sam, if there were more fel­lows about like old Tuppy, there wouldn’t be all this mod­ern pess­im­ism and un­rest. Did he seem to have any idea where he could raise a bit of cap­it­al for me?”

			“Yes. He went round to tell your aunt about your com­ing down here to train those Pekes, and—What’s the mat­ter?”

			A fear­ful change had come over Ukridge’s ju­bil­ant front. His eyes bulged, his jaw sagged. With the ad­di­tion of a few feet of grey whiskers he would have looked ex­actly like the re­cent Mr. Nick­er­son.

			“My aunt?” he mumbled, sway­ing on the door-handle.

			“Yes. What’s the mat­ter? He thought, if he told her all about it, she might re­lent and rally round.”

			The sigh of a gal­lant fight­er at the end of his strength forced its way up from Ukridge’s mack­in­tosh-covered bos­om.

			“Of all the dashed, in­fernal, of­fi­cious, med­dling, mud­dling, fat­headed, in­ter­fer­ing asses,” he said, wanly, “George Tup­per is the worst.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The man oughtn’t to be at large. He’s a pub­lic men­ace.”

			“But—”

			“Those dogs be­long to my aunt. I pinched them when she chucked me out!”

			In­side the cot­tage the Pekingese were still yap­ping in­dus­tri­ously.

			“Upon my Sam,” said Ukridge, “it’s a little hard.”

			I think he would have said more, but at this point a voice spoke with a sud­den and aw­ful ab­rupt­ness from the in­teri­or of the cot­tage. It was a wo­man’s voice, a quiet, steely voice, a voice, it seemed to me, that sug­ges­ted cold eyes, a beaky nose, and hair like gun­met­al.

			“Stan­ley!”

			That was all it said, but it was enough. Ukridge’s eye met mine in a wild sur­mise. He seemed to shrink in­to his mack­in­tosh like a snail sur­prised while eat­ing lettuce.

			“Stan­ley!”

			“Yes, Aunt Ju­lia?” quavered Ukridge.

			“Come here. I wish to speak to you.”

			“Yes, Aunt Ju­lia.”

			I sidled out in­to the road. In­side the cot­tage the yap­ping of the Pekingese had be­come quite hys­ter­ic­al. I found my­self trot­ting, and then—though it was a warm day—run­ning quite rap­idly. I could have stayed if I had wanted to, but some­how I did not want to. Some­thing seemed to tell me that on this holy do­mest­ic scene I should be an in­truder.

			What it was that gave me that im­pres­sion I do not know—prob­ably vis­ion or the big, broad, flex­ible out­look.

		
	
		
			Ukridge’s Accident Syndicate

			“Half a minute, lad­die,” said Ukridge. And, grip­ping my arm, he brought me to a halt on the out­skirts of the little crowd which had col­lec­ted about the church door.

			It was a crowd such as may be seen any morn­ing dur­ing the Lon­don mat­ing-sea­son out­side any of the churches which nestle in the quiet squares between Hyde Park and the King’s Road, Chelsea.

			It con­sisted of five wo­men of cook­like as­pect, four nurse­maids, half a dozen men of the non-pro­du­cing class who had torn them­selves away for the mo­ment from their nor­mal task of prop­ping up the wall of the Bunch of Grapes pub­lic house on the corner, a cost­er­mon­ger with a bar­row of ve­get­ables, divers small boys, el­ev­en dogs, and two or three pur­pose­ful-look­ing young fel­lows with cam­er­as slung over their shoulders. It was plain that a wed­ding was in pro­gress—and, ar­guing from the pres­ence of the cam­era­men and the line of smart mo­tor­cars along the kerb, a fairly fash­ion­able wed­ding. What was not plain—to me—was why Ukridge, stern­est of bach­el­ors, had de­sired to add him­self to the spec­tat­ors.

			“What,” I en­quired, “is the thought be­hind this? Why are we in­ter­rupt­ing our walk to at­tend the ob­sequies of some per­fect stranger?”

			Ukridge did not reply for a mo­ment. He seemed plunged in thought. Then he uttered a hol­low, mirth­less laugh—a dread­ful sound like the last gargle of a dy­ing moose.

			“Per­fect stranger, my num­ber el­ev­en foot!” he re­spon­ded, in his coarse way. “Do you know who it is who’s get­ting hitched up in there?”

			“Who?”

			“Teddy Weeks.”

			“Teddy Weeks? Teddy Weeks? Good Lord!” I ex­claimed. “Not really?”

			And five years rolled away.

			It was at Barolini’s Itali­an res­taur­ant in Beak Street that Ukridge evolved his great scheme. Barolini’s was a fa­vour­ite re­sort of our little group of earn­est strug­glers in the days when the phil­an­throp­ic res­taur­at­eurs of Soho used to sup­ply four courses and cof­fee for a shil­ling and six­pence; and there were present that night, be­sides Ukridge and my­self, the fol­low­ing men-about-town: Teddy Weeks, the act­or, fresh from a six-weeks’ tour with the Num­ber Three “Only a Shop-Girl” Com­pany; Vic­tor Beam­ish, the artist, the man who drew that pic­ture of the O-So-Eesi Pi­ano-Play­er in the ad­vert­ise­ment pages of the Pic­ca­dilly Magazine; Ber­tram Fox, au­thor of Ashes of Re­morse, and oth­er un­pro­duced mo­tion-pic­ture scen­ari­os; and Robert Dun­hill, who, be­ing em­ployed at a salary of eighty pounds per an­num by the New Asi­at­ic Bank, rep­res­en­ted the sober, hard­headed com­mer­cial ele­ment. As usu­al, Teddy Weeks had collared the con­ver­sa­tion, and was telling us once again how good he was and how hardly treated by a ma­lig­nant fate.

			There is no need to de­scribe Teddy Weeks. Un­der an­oth­er and a more eu­pho­ni­ous name he has long since made his per­son­al ap­pear­ance dread­fully fa­mil­i­ar to all who read the il­lus­trated weekly pa­pers. He was then, as now, a sick­en­ingly hand­some young man, pos­sess­ing pre­cisely the same melt­ing eyes, mo­bile mouth, and cor­rug­ated hair so es­teemed by the theatre-go­ing pub­lic today. And yet, at this peri­od of his ca­reer he was wast­ing him­self on minor tour­ing com­pan­ies of the kind which open at Bar­row-in-Fur­ness and jump to Bootle for the second half of the week. He at­trib­uted this, as Ukridge was so apt to at­trib­ute his own dif­fi­culties, to lack of cap­it­al.

			“I have everything,” he said, quer­ulously, em­phas­ising his re­marks with a cof­fee-spoon. “Looks, tal­ent, per­son­al­ity, a beau­ti­ful speak­ing-voice—everything. All I need is a chance. And I can’t get that be­cause I have no clothes fit to wear. These man­agers are all the same, they nev­er look be­low the sur­face, they nev­er both­er to find out if a man has geni­us. All they go by are his clothes. If I could af­ford to buy a couple of suits from a Cork Street tail­or, if I could have my boots made to or­der by Moykoff in­stead of get­ting them ready-made and second­hand at Moses Broth­ers’, if I could once con­trive to own a de­cent hat, a really good pair of spats, and a gold ci­gar­ette-case, all at the same time, I could walk in­to any man­ager’s of­fice in Lon­don and sign up for a West-end pro­duc­tion to­mor­row.”

			It was at this point that Fred­die Lunt came in. Fred­die, like Robert Dun­hill, was a fin­an­cial mag­nate in the mak­ing and an as­sidu­ous fre­quenter of Barolini’s; and it sud­denly oc­curred to us that a con­sid­er­able time had passed since we had last seen him in the place. We en­quired the reas­on for this aloof­ness.

			“I’ve been in bed,” said Fred­die, “for over a fort­night.”

			The state­ment in­curred Ukridge’s stern dis­ap­prov­al. That great man made a prac­tice of nev­er rising be­fore noon, and on one oc­ca­sion, when a care­lessly-thrown match had burned a hole in his only pair of trousers, had gone so far as to re­main between the sheets for forty-eight hours; but sloth on so majest­ic a scale as this shocked him.

			“Lazy young dev­il,” he com­men­ted severely. “Let­ting the golden hours of youth slip by like that when you ought to have been bust­ling about and mak­ing a name for your­self.”

			Fred­die pro­tested him­self wronged by the im­puta­tion.

			“I had an ac­ci­dent,” he ex­plained. “Fell off my bi­cycle and sprained an ankle.”

			“Tough luck,” was our ver­dict.

			“Oh, I don’t know,” said Fred­die. “It wasn’t bad fun get­ting a rest. And of course there was the fiver.”

			“What fiver?”

			“I got a fiver from the Weekly Cyc­list for get­ting my ankle sprained.”

			“You—what?” cried Ukridge, pro­foundly stirred—as ever—by a tale of easy money. “Do you mean to sit there and tell me that some dashed pa­per paid you five quid simply be­cause you sprained your ankle? Pull your­self to­geth­er, old horse. Things like that don’t hap­pen.”

			“It’s quite true.”

			“Can you show me the fiver?”

			“No; be­cause if I did you would try to bor­row it.”

			Ukridge ig­nored this slur in dig­ni­fied si­lence.

			“Would they pay a fiver to any­one who sprained his ankle?” he asked, stick­ing to the main point.

			“Yes. If he was a sub­scriber.”

			“I knew there was a catch in it,” said Ukridge, moodily.

			“Lots of weekly pa­pers are start­ing this wheeze,” pro­ceeded Fred­die. “You pay a year’s sub­scrip­tion and that en­titles you to ac­ci­dent in­sur­ance.”

			We were in­ter­ested. This was in the days be­fore every daily pa­per in Lon­don was com­pet­ing madly against its rivals in the mat­ter of in­sur­ance and of­fer­ing princely bribes to the cit­izens to make a for­tune by break­ing their necks. Nowadays pa­pers are pay­ing as high as two thou­sand pounds for a genu­ine corpse and five pounds a week for a mere dis­lo­cated spine; but at that time the idea was new and it had an at­tract­ive ap­peal.

			“How many of these rags are do­ing this?” asked Ukridge. You could tell from the gleam in his eyes that that great brain was whirr­ing like a dy­namo.

			“As many as ten?”

			“Yes, I should think so. Quite ten.”

			“Then a fel­low who sub­scribed to them all and then sprained his ankle would get fifty quid?” said Ukridge, reas­on­ing acutely.

			“More if the in­jury was more ser­i­ous,” said Fred­die, the ex­pert. “They have a reg­u­lar tar­iff. So much for a broken arm, so much for a broken leg, and so forth.”

			Ukridge’s col­lar leaped off its stud and his pince-nez wobbled drunk­enly as he turned to us.

			“How much money can you blokes raise?” he de­man­ded.

			“What do you want it for?” asked Robert Dun­hill, with a banker’s cau­tion.

			“My dear old horse, can’t you see? Why, my gosh, I’ve got the idea of the cen­tury. Upon my Sam, this is the giltest-edged scheme that was ever hatched. We’ll get to­geth­er enough money and take out a year’s sub­scrip­tion for every one of these dashed pa­pers.”

			“What’s the good of that?” said Dun­hill, coldly un­enthu­si­ast­ic.

			They train bank clerks to stifle emo­tion, so that they will be able to re­fuse over­drafts when they be­come man­agers. “The odds are we should none of us have an ac­ci­dent of any kind, and then the money would be chucked away.”

			“Good heav­ens, ass,” snorted Ukridge, “you don’t sup­pose I’m sug­gest­ing that we should leave it to chance, do you? Listen! Here’s the scheme. We take out sub­scrip­tions for all these pa­pers, then we draw lots, and the fel­low who gets the fatal card or whatever it is goes out and breaks his leg and draws the loot, and we split it up between us and live on it in lux­ury. It ought to run in­to hun­dreds of pounds.”

			A long si­lence fol­lowed. Then Dun­hill spoke again. His was a sol­id rather than a nimble mind.

			“Sup­pose he couldn’t break his leg?”

			“My gosh!” cried Ukridge, ex­as­per­ated. “Here we are in the twen­ti­eth cen­tury, with every re­source of mod­ern civil­isa­tion at our dis­pos­al, with op­por­tun­it­ies for get­ting our legs broken open­ing about us on every side—and you ask a silly ques­tion like that! Of course he could break his leg. Any ass can break a leg. It’s a little hard! We’re all in­fernally broke—per­son­ally, un­less Fred­die can lend me a bit of that fiver till Sat­urday, I’m go­ing to have a dif­fi­cult job pulling through. We all need money like the dick­ens, and yet, when I point out this mar­vel­lous scheme for col­lect­ing a bit, in­stead of fawn­ing on me for my ready in­tel­li­gence you sit and make ob­jec­tions. It isn’t the right spir­it. It isn’t the spir­it that wins.”

			“If you’re as hard up as that,” ob­jec­ted Dun­hill, “how are you go­ing to put in your share of the pool?”

			A pained, al­most a stunned, look came in­to Ukridge’s eyes. He gazed at Dun­hill through his lop­sided pince-nez as one who spec­u­lates as to wheth­er his hear­ing has de­ceived him.

			“Me?” he cried. “Me? I like that! Upon my Sam, that’s rich! Why, damme, if there’s any justice in the world, if there’s a spark of de­cency and good feel­ing in your bally bos­oms, I should think you would let me in free for sug­gest­ing the idea. It’s a little hard! I sup­ply the brains and you want me to cough up cash as well. My gosh, I didn’t ex­pect this. This hurts me, by George! If any­body had told me that an old pal would—”

			“Oh, all right,” said Robert Dun­hill. “All right, all right, all right. But I’ll tell you one thing. If you draw the lot it’ll be the hap­pi­est day of my life.”

			“I shan’t,” said Ukridge. “Some­thing tells me that I shan’t.”

			Nor did he. When, in a sol­emn si­lence broken only by the sound of a dis­tant waiter quar­rel­ling with the cook down a speak­ing-tube, we had com­pleted the draw­ing, the man of des­tiny was Teddy Weeks.

			I sup­pose that even in the spring­time of Youth, when broken limbs seems a light­er mat­ter than they be­come later in life, it can nev­er be an un­mix­edly agree­able thing to have to go out in­to the pub­lic high­ways and try to make an ac­ci­dent hap­pen to one. In such cir­cum­stances the re­flec­tion that you are thereby be­ne­fit­ing your friends brings but slight balm. To Teddy Weeks it ap­peared to bring no balm at all. That he was ex­per­i­en­cing a cer­tain dis­in­clin­a­tion to sac­ri­fice him­self for the pub­lic good be­came more and more evid­ent as the days went by and found him still in­tact. Ukridge, when he called upon me to dis­cuss the mat­ter, was vis­ibly per­turbed. He sank in­to a chair be­side the table at which I was be­gin­ning my mod­est morn­ing meal, and, hav­ing drunk half my cof­fee, sighed deeply.

			“Upon my Sam,” he moaned, “it’s a little dis­heart­en­ing. I strain my brain to think up schemes for get­ting us all a bit of money just at the mo­ment when we are all need­ing it most, and when I hit on what is prob­ably the simplest and yet ripest no­tion of our time, this blight­er Weeks goes and lets me down by shirk­ing his plain duty. It’s just my luck that a fel­low like that should have drawn the lot. And the worst of it is, lad­die, that, now we’ve star­ted with him, we’ve got to keep on. We can’t pos­sibly raise enough money to pay yearly sub­scrip­tions for any­body else. It’s Weeks or nobody.”

			“I sup­pose we must give him time.”

			“That’s what he says,” grunted Ukridge, mor­osely, help­ing him­self to toast. “He says he doesn’t know how to start about it. To listen to him, you’d think that go­ing and hav­ing a tri­fling ac­ci­dent was the sort of del­ic­ate and in­tric­ate job that re­quired years of study and spe­cial pre­par­a­tion. Why, a child of six could do it on his head at five minutes’ no­tice. The man’s so in­fernally par­tic­u­lar. You make help­ful sug­ges­tions, and in­stead of ac­cept­ing them in a broad, reas­on­able spir­it of co­oper­a­tion he comes back at you every time with some frivol­ous ob­jec­tion. He’s so dashed fas­ti­di­ous. When we were out last night, we came on a couple of nav­vies scrap­ping. Good hefty fel­lows, either of them cap­able of put­ting him in hos­pit­al for a month. I told him to jump in and start sep­ar­at­ing them, and he said no; it was a private dis­pute which was none of his busi­ness, and he didn’t feel jus­ti­fied in in­ter­fer­ing. Finicky, I call it. I tell you, lad­die, this blight­er is a broken reed. He has got cold feet. We did wrong to let him in­to the draw­ing at all. We might have known that a fel­low like that would nev­er give res­ults. No con­science. No sense of es­prit de corps. No no­tion of put­ting him­self out to the most tri­fling ex­tent for the be­ne­fit of the com­munity. Haven’t you any more marmalade, lad­die?”

			“I have not.”

			“Then I’ll be go­ing,” said Ukridge, moodily. “I sup­pose,” he ad­ded, paus­ing at the door, “you couldn’t lend me five bob?”

			“How did you guess?”

			“Then I’ll tell you what,” said Ukridge, ever fair and reas­on­able; “you can stand me din­ner to­night.” He seemed cheered up for the mo­ment by this happy com­prom­ise, but gloom des­cen­ded on him again. His face clouded. “When I think,” he said, “of all the money that’s locked up in that poor faint­hearted fish, just wait­ing to be re­leased, I could sob. Sob, lad­die, like a little child. I nev­er liked that man—he has a bad eye and waves his hair. Nev­er trust a man who waves his hair, old horse.”

			Ukridge’s pess­im­ism was not con­fined to him­self. By the end of a fort­night, noth­ing hav­ing happened to Teddy Weeks worse than a slight cold which he shook off in a couple of days, the gen­er­al con­sensus of opin­ion among his ap­pre­hens­ive col­leagues in the Syn­dic­ate was that the situ­ation had be­come des­per­ate. There were no signs whatever of any re­turn on the vast cap­it­al which we had laid out, and mean­while meals had to be bought, land­ladies paid, and a reas­on­able sup­ply of to­bacco ac­quired. It was a mel­an­choly task in these cir­cum­stances to read one’s pa­per of a morn­ing.

			All over the in­hab­ited globe, so the well-in­formed sheet gave one to un­der­stand, every kind of ac­ci­dent was hap­pen­ing every day to prac­tic­ally every­body in ex­ist­ence ex­cept Teddy Weeks. Farm­ers in Min­nesota were get­ting mixed up with reap­ing-ma­chines, peas­ants in In­dia were be­ing bi­sec­ted by cro­codiles; iron girders from sky­scrapers were fall­ing hourly on the heads of cit­izens in every town from Phil­adelphia to San Fran­cisco; and the only people who were not down with pto­maine pois­on­ing were those who had walked over cliffs, driv­en mo­tors in­to walls, tripped over man­holes, or as­sumed on too slight evid­ence that the gun was not loaded. In a crippled world, it seemed, Teddy Weeks walked alone, whole and glow­ing with health. It was one of those grim, iron­ic­al, hope­less, grey, des­pair­ful situ­ations which the Rus­si­an nov­el­ists love to write about, and I could not find it in me to blame Ukridge for tak­ing dir­ect ac­tion in this crisis. My only re­gret was that bad luck caused so ex­cel­lent a plan to mis­carry.

			My first in­tim­a­tion that he had been try­ing to hurry mat­ters on came when he and I were walk­ing along the King’s Road one even­ing, and he drew me in­to Markham Square, a dis­mal back­wa­ter where he had once had rooms.

			“What’s the idea?” I asked, for I dis­liked the place.

			“Teddy Weeks lives here,” said Ukridge. “In my old rooms.” I could not see that this lent any fas­cin­a­tion to the place. Every day and in every way I was feel­ing sor­ri­er and sor­ri­er that I had been fool­ish enough to put money which I could ill spare in­to a ven­ture which had all the ear­marks of a washout, and my sen­ti­ments to­wards Teddy Weeks were cold and hos­tile.

			“I want to en­quire after him.”

			“En­quire after him? Why?”

			“Well, the fact is, lad­die, I have an idea that he has been bit­ten by a dog.”

			“What makes you think that?”

			“Oh, I don’t know,” said Ukridge, dream­ily. “I’ve just got the idea. You know how one gets ideas.”

			The mere con­tem­pla­tion of this beau­ti­ful event was so in­spir­ing that for awhile it held me si­lent. In each of the ten journ­als in which we had in­ves­ted dog-bites were spe­cific­ally re­com­men­ded as things which every sub­scriber ought to have. They came about halfway up the list of luc­rat­ive ac­ci­dents, in­feri­or to a broken rib or a frac­tured fib­ula, but bet­ter value than an in­grow­ing toe­nail. I was gloat­ing hap­pily over the pic­ture con­jured up by Ukridge’s words when an ex­clam­a­tion brought me back with a start to the real­it­ies of life. A re­volt­ing sight met my eyes. Down the street came am­bling the fa­mil­i­ar fig­ure of Teddy Weeks, and one glance at his el­eg­ant per­son was enough to tell us that our hopes had been built on sand. Not even a toy Pom­er­a­ni­an had chewed this man.

			“Hallo, you fel­lows!” said Teddy Weeks.

			“Hallo!” we re­spon­ded, dully.

			“Can’t stop,” said Teddy Weeks. “I’ve got to fetch a doc­tor.”

			“A doc­tor?”

			“Yes. Poor Vic­tor Beam­ish. He’s been bit­ten by a dog.”

			Ukridge and I ex­changed weary glances. It seemed as if Fate was go­ing out of its way to have sport with us. What was the good of a dog bit­ing Vic­tor Beam­ish? What was the good of a hun­dred dogs bit­ing Vic­tor Beam­ish? A dog-bit­ten Vic­tor Beam­ish had no mar­ket value whatever.

			“You know that fierce brute that be­longs to my land­lady,” said Teddy Weeks. “The one that al­ways dashes out in­to the area and barks at people who come to the front door.” I re­membered. A large mon­grel with wild eyes and flash­ing fangs, badly in need of a hair­cut. I had en­countered it once in the street, when vis­it­ing Ukridge, and only the pres­ence of the lat­ter, who knew it well and to whom all dogs were as broth­ers, had saved me from the doom of Vic­tor Beam­ish. “Some­how or oth­er he got in­to my bed­room this even­ing. He was wait­ing there when I came home. I had brought Beam­ish back with me, and the an­im­al pinned him by the leg the mo­ment I opened the door.”

			“Why didn’t he pin you?” asked Ukridge, ag­grieved.

			“What I can’t make out,” said Teddy Weeks, “is how on earth the brute came to be in my room. Some­body must have put him there. The whole thing is very mys­ter­i­ous.”

			“Why didn’t he pin you?” de­man­ded Ukridge again.

			“Oh, I man­aged to climb on to the top of the ward­robe while he was bit­ing Beam­ish,” said Teddy Weeks. “And then the land­lady came and took him away. But I can’t stop here talk­ing. I must go and get that doc­tor.”

			We gazed after him in si­lence as he tripped down the street. We noted the care­ful man­ner in which he paused at the corner to eye the traffic be­fore cross­ing the road, the wary way in which he drew back to al­low a truck to rattle past.

			“You heard that?” said Ukridge, tensely. “He climbed on to the top of the ward­robe!”

			“Yes.”

			“And you saw the way he dodged that ex­cel­lent truck?”

			“Yes.”

			“Some­thing’s got to be done,” said Ukridge, firmly.

			“The man has got to be awakened to a sense of his re­spons­ib­il­it­ies.”

			Next day a depu­ta­tion waited on Teddy Weeks.

			Ukridge was our spokes­man, and he came to the point with ad­mir­able dir­ect­ness.

			“How about it?” asked Ukridge.

			“How about what?” replied Teddy Weeks, nervously, avoid­ing his ac­cus­ing eye.

			“When do we get ac­tion?”

			“Oh, you mean that ac­ci­dent busi­ness?”

			“Yes.”

			“I’ve been think­ing about that,” said Teddy Weeks.

			Ukridge drew the mack­in­tosh which he wore in­doors and out of doors and in all weath­ers more closely around him. There was in the ac­tion some­thing sug­gest­ive of a mem­ber of the Ro­man Sen­ate about to de­nounce an en­emy of the State. In just such a man­ner must Cicero have swished his toga as he took a deep breath pre­par­at­ory to as­sail­ing Clo­di­us. He toyed for a mo­ment with the ginger-beer wire which held his pince-nez in place, and en­deav­oured without suc­cess to but­ton his col­lar at the back. In mo­ments of emo­tion Ukridge’s col­lar al­ways took on a sort of tem­pera­ment­al jump­i­ness which no stud could re­strain.

			“And about time you were think­ing about it,” he boomed, sternly.

			We shif­ted ap­pre­ci­at­ively in our seats, all ex­cept Vic­tor Beam­ish, who had de­clined a chair and was stand­ing by the man­tel­piece. “Upon my Sam, it’s about time you were think­ing about it. Do you real­ise that we’ve in­ves­ted an enorm­ous sum of money in you on the dis­tinct un­der­stand­ing that we could rely on you to do your duty and get im­me­di­ate res­ults? Are we to be forced to the con­clu­sion that you are so yel­low and few in the pod as to want to evade your hon­our­able ob­lig­a­tions? We thought bet­ter of you, Weeks. Upon my Sam, we thought bet­ter of you. We took you for a two-fis­ted, en­ter­pris­ing, big-souled, one hun­dred-per­cent he-man who would stand by his friends to the fin­ish.”

			“Yes, but—”

			“Any bloke with a sense of loy­alty and an ap­pre­ci­ation of what it meant to the rest of us would have rushed out and found some means of ful­filling his duty long ago. You don’t even grasp at the op­por­tun­it­ies that come your way. Only yes­ter­day I saw you draw back when a single step in­to the road would have had a truck bump­ing in­to you.”

			“Well, it’s not so easy to let a truck bump in­to you.”

			“Non­sense. It only re­quires a little or­din­ary res­ol­u­tion. Use your ima­gin­a­tion, man. Try to think that a child has fallen down in the street—a little golden-haired child,” said Ukridge, deeply af­fected. “And a dashed great cab or some­thing comes rolling up. The kid’s moth­er is stand­ing on the pave­ment, help­less, her hands clasped in agony. ‘Dam­mit,’ she cries, ‘will no one save my darling?’ ‘Yes, by George,’ you shout, ‘I will.’ And out you jump and the thing’s over in half a second. I don’t know what you’re mak­ing such a fuss about.”

			“Yes, but—” said Teddy Weeks.

			“I’m told, what’s more, it isn’t a bit pain­ful. A sort of dull shock, that’s all.”

			“Who told you that?”

			“I for­get. Someone.”

			“Well, you can tell him from me that he’s an ass,” said Teddy Weeks, with as­per­ity.

			“All right. If you ob­ject to be­ing run over by a truck there are lots of oth­er ways. But, upon my Sam, it’s pretty hope­less sug­gest­ing them. You seem to have no en­ter­prise at all. Yes­ter­day, after I went to all the trouble to put a dog in your room, a dog which would have done all the work for you—all that you had to do was stand still and let him use his own judg­ment—what happened? You climbed on to—”

			Vic­tor Beam­ish in­ter­rup­ted, speak­ing in a voice husky with emo­tion.

			“Was it you who put that damned dog in the room?”

			“Eh?” said Ukridge. “Why, yes. But we can have a good talk about all that later on,” he pro­ceeded, hast­ily. “The point at the mo­ment is how the dick­ens we’re go­ing to per­suade this poor worm to col­lect our in­sur­ance money for us. Why, damme, I should have thought you would have—”

			“All I can say—” began Vic­tor Beam­ish, heatedly.

			“Yes, yes,” said Ukridge; “some oth­er time. Must stick to busi­ness now, lad­die. I was say­ing,” he re­sumed, “that I should have thought you would have been as keen as mus­tard to put the job through for your own sake. You’re al­ways beef­ing that you haven’t any clothes to im­press man­agers with. Think of all you can buy with your share of the swag once you have summoned up a little or­din­ary de­term­in­a­tion and seen the thing through. Think of the suits, the boots, the hats, the spats. You’re al­ways talk­ing about your dashed ca­reer, and how all you need to land you in a West-end pro­duc­tion is good clothes. Well, here’s your chance to get them.”

			His elo­quence was not wasted. A wist­ful look came in­to Teddy Weeks’s eye, such a look as must have come in­to the eye of Moses on the sum­mit of Pis­gah. He breathed heav­ily. You could see that the man was men­tally walk­ing along Cork Street, weigh­ing the mer­its of one fam­ous tail­or against an­oth­er.

			“I’ll tell you what I’ll do,” he said, sud­denly. “It’s no use ask­ing me to put this thing through in cold blood. I simply can’t do it. I haven’t the nerve. But if you fel­lows will give me a din­ner to­night with lots of cham­pagne I think it will key me up to it.”

			A heavy si­lence fell upon the room. Cham­pagne! The word was like a knell.

			“How on earth are we go­ing to af­ford cham­pagne?” said Vic­tor Beam­ish.

			“Well, there it is,” said Teddy Weeks. “Take it or leave it.”

			“Gen­tle­men,” said Ukridge, “it would seem that the com­pany re­quires more cap­it­al. How about it, old horses? Let’s get to­geth­er in a frank, busi­ness­like cards-on-the-table spir­it, and see what can be done. I can raise ten bob.”

			“What!” cried the en­tire as­sembled com­pany, amazed. “How?”

			“I’ll pawn a banjo.”

			“You haven’t got a banjo.”

			“No, but George Tup­per has, and I know where he keeps it.”

			Star­ted in this spir­ited way, the sub­scrip­tions came pour­ing in. I con­trib­uted a ci­gar­ette-case, Ber­tram Fox thought his land­lady would let him owe for an­oth­er week, Robert Dun­hill had an uncle in Kens­ing­ton who, he fan­cied, if tact­fully ap­proached, would be good for a quid, and Vic­tor Beam­ish said that if the ad­vert­ise­ment-man­ager of the O-So-Eesi Pi­ano-Play­er was churl­ish enough to re­fuse an ad­vance of five shil­lings against fu­ture work he mis­judged him sadly. With­in a few minutes, in short, the Light­ning Drive had pro­duced the im­press­ive total of two pounds six shil­lings, and we asked Teddy Weeks if he thought that he could get ad­equately keyed up with­in the lim­its of that sum.

			“I’ll try,” said Teddy Weeks.

			So, not un­mind­ful of the fact that that ex­cel­lent hostelry sup­plied cham­pagne at eight shil­lings the quart bottle, we fixed the meet­ing for sev­en o’clock at Barolini’s.

			Con­sidered as a so­cial af­fair, Teddy Weeks’s key­ing-up din­ner was not a suc­cess. Al­most from the start I think we all found it try­ing. It was not so much the fact that he was drink­ing deeply of Barolini’s eight-shil­ling cham­pagne while we, from lack of funds, were com­pelled to con­fine ourselves to mean­er bever­ages; what really marred the pleas­ant­ness of the func­tion was the ex­traordin­ary ef­fect the stuff had on Teddy. What was ac­tu­ally in the cham­pagne sup­plied to Barolini and pur­veyed by him to the pub­lic, such as were reck­less enough to drink it, at eight shil­lings the bottle re­mains a secret between its maker and his Maker; but three glasses of it were enough to con­vert Teddy Weeks from a mild and rather oily young man in­to a truc­u­lent swash­buck­ler.

			He quar­relled with us all. With the soup he was tilt­ing at Vic­tor Beam­ish’s the­or­ies of Art; the fish found him ri­dicul­ing Ber­tram Fox’s views on the fu­ture of the mo­tion pic­ture; and by the time the leg of chick­en with dan­deli­on salad ar­rived—or, as some held, string salad—opin­ions var­ied on this point—the hell-brew had so wrought on him that he had be­gun to lec­ture Ukridge on his mis­spent life and was ur­ging him in ac­cents aud­ible across the street to go out and get a job and thus ac­quire suf­fi­cient self-re­spect to en­able him to look him­self in the face in a mir­ror without win­cing. Not, ad­ded Teddy Weeks with what we all thought un­called-for of­fens­ive­ness, that any amount of self-re­spect was likely to do that. Hav­ing said which, he called im­per­i­ously for an­oth­er eight bobs’-worth.

			We gazed at one an­oth­er wanly. How­ever ex­cel­lent the end to­wards which all this was tend­ing, there was no deny­ing that it was hard to bear. But policy kept us si­lent. We re­cog­nised that this was Teddy Weeks’s even­ing and that he must be hu­moured. Vic­tor Beam­ish said meekly that Teddy had cleared up a lot of points which had been troub­ling him for a long time. Ber­tram Fox agreed that there was much in what Teddy had said about the fu­ture of the clos­eup. And even Ukridge, though his haughty soul was seared to its found­a­tions by the lat­ter’s per­son­al re­marks, prom­ised to take his homily to heart and act upon it at the earli­est pos­sible mo­ment.

			“You’d bet­ter!” said Teddy Weeks, bel­li­ger­ently, bit­ing off the end of one of Barolini’s best ci­gars. “And there’s an­oth­er thing—don’t let me hear of your com­ing and sneak­ing people’s socks again.”

			“Very well, lad­die,” said Ukridge, humbly.

			“If there is one per­son in the world that I des­pise,” said Teddy, bend­ing a red-eyed gaze on the of­fend­er, “it’s a snock-seeker—a seek-snock­er—a—well, you know what I mean.”

			We hastened to as­sure him that we knew what he meant and he re­lapsed in­to a lengthy stupor, from which he emerged three-quar­ters of an hour later to an­nounce that he didn’t know what we in­ten­ded to do, but that he was go­ing. We said that we were go­ing too, and we paid the bill and did so.

			Teddy Weeks’s in­dig­na­tion on dis­cov­er­ing us gathered about him upon the pave­ment out­side the res­taur­ant was in­tense, and he ex­pressed it freely. Among oth­er things, he said—which was not true—that he had a repu­ta­tion to keep up in Soho.

			“It’s all right, Teddy, old horse,” said Ukridge, sooth­ingly. “We just thought you would like to have all your old pals round you when you did it.”

			“Did it? Did what?”

			“Why, had the ac­ci­dent.”

			Teddy Weeks glared at him truc­u­lently. Then his mood seemed to change ab­ruptly, and he burst in­to a loud and hearty laugh.

			“Well, of all the silly ideas!” he cried, amusedly. “I’m not go­ing to have an ac­ci­dent. You don’t sup­pose I ever ser­i­ously in­ten­ded to have an ac­ci­dent, do you? It was just my fun.” Then, with an­oth­er sud­den change of mood, he seemed to be­come a vic­tim to an acute un­hap­pi­ness. He stroked Ukridge’s arm af­fec­tion­ately, and a tear rolled down his cheek. “Just my fun,” he re­peated. “You don’t mind my fun, do you?” he asked, plead­ingly. “You like my fun, don’t you? All my fun. Nev­er meant to have an ac­ci­dent at all. Just wanted din­ner.” The gay hu­mour of it all over­came his sor­row once more. “Fun­ni­est thing ever heard,” he said cor­di­ally. “Didn’t want ac­ci­dent, wanted din­ner. Din­ner daxident, dan­ner dixident,” he ad­ded, driv­ing home his point. “Well, good night all,” he said, cheer­ily. And, step­ping off the kerb on to a ba­nana-skin, was in­stantly knocked ten feet by a passing lorry.

			“Two ribs and an arm,” said the doc­tor five minutes later, su­per­in­tend­ing the re­mov­al pro­ceed­ings. “Gently with that stretch­er.”

			It was two weeks be­fore we were in­formed by the au­thor­it­ies of Char­ing Cross Hos­pit­al that the pa­tient was in a con­di­tion to re­ceive vis­it­ors. A whip-round se­cured the price of a bas­ket of fruit, and Ukridge and I were deputed by the share­hold­ers to de­liv­er it with their com­pli­ments and kind en­quir­ies.

			“Hallo!” we said in a hushed, bed­side man­ner when fi­nally ad­mit­ted to his pres­ence.

			“Sit down, gen­tle­men,” replied the in­val­id.

			I must con­fess even in that first mo­ment to hav­ing ex­per­i­enced a slight feel­ing of sur­prise. It was not like Teddy Weeks to call us gen­tle­men. Ukridge, how­ever, seemed to no­tice noth­ing amiss.

			“Well, well, well,” he said, buoy­antly. “And how are you, lad­die? We’ve brought you a few frag­ments of fruit.”

			“I am get­ting along cap­it­ally,” replied Teddy Weeks, still in that odd pre­cise way which had made his open­ing words strike me as curi­ous. “And I should like to say that in my opin­ion Eng­land has reas­on to be proud of the alert­ness and en­ter­prise of her great journ­als. The ex­cel­lence of their read­ing-mat­ter, the in­genu­ity of their vari­ous com­pet­i­tions, and, above all, the go-ahead spir­it which has res­ul­ted in this ac­ci­dent in­sur­ance scheme are bey­ond praise. Have you got that down?” he en­quired.

			Ukridge and I looked at each oth­er. We had been told that Teddy was prac­tic­ally nor­mal again, but this soun­ded like de­li­ri­um.

			“Have we got that down, old horse?” asked Ukridge, gently.

			Teddy Weeks seemed sur­prised.

			“Aren’t you re­port­ers?”

			“How do you mean, re­port­ers?”

			“I thought you had come from one of these weekly pa­pers that have been pay­ing me in­sur­ance money, to in­ter­view me,” said Teddy Weeks.

			Ukridge and I ex­changed an­oth­er glance. An un­easy glance this time. I think that already a grim fore­bod­ing had be­gun to cast its shad­ow over us.

			“Surely you re­mem­ber me, Teddy, old horse?” said Ukridge, anxiously.

			Teddy Weeks knit his brow, con­cen­trat­ing pain­fully.

			“Why, of course,” he said at last. “You’re Ukridge, aren’t you?”

			“That’s right. Ukridge.”

			“Of course. Ukridge.”

			“Yes. Ukridge. Funny your for­get­ting me!”

			“Yes,” said Teddy Weeks. “It’s the ef­fect of the shock I got when that thing bowled me over. I must have been struck on the head, I sup­pose. It has had the ef­fect of ren­der­ing my memory rather un­cer­tain. The doc­tors here are very in­ter­ested. They say it is a most un­usu­al case. I can re­mem­ber some things per­fectly, but in some ways my memory is a com­plete blank.”

			“Oh, but I say, old horse,” quavered Ukridge. “I sup­pose you haven’t for­got­ten about that in­sur­ance, have you?”

			“Oh, no, I re­mem­ber that.”

			Ukridge breathed a re­lieved sigh.

			“I was a sub­scriber to a num­ber of weekly pa­pers,” went on Teddy Weeks. “They are pay­ing me in­sur­ance money now.”

			“Yes, yes, old horse,” cried Ukridge. “But what I mean is you re­mem­ber the Syn­dic­ate, don’t you?”

			Teddy Weeks raised his eye­brows.

			“Syn­dic­ate? What Syn­dic­ate?”

			“Why, when we all got to­geth­er and put up the money to pay for the sub­scrip­tions to these pa­pers and drew lots, to choose which of us should go out and have an ac­ci­dent and col­lect the money. And you drew it, don’t you re­mem­ber?”

			Ut­ter as­ton­ish­ment, and a shocked as­ton­ish­ment at that, spread it­self over Teddy Weeks’s coun­ten­ance. The man seemed out­raged.

			“I cer­tainly re­mem­ber noth­ing of the kind,” he said, severely. “I can­not ima­gine my­self for a mo­ment con­sent­ing to be­come a party to what from your own ac­count would ap­pear to have been a crim­in­al con­spir­acy to ob­tain money un­der false pre­tences from a num­ber of weekly pa­pers.”

			“But, lad­die—”

			“How­ever,” said Teddy Weeks, “if there is any truth in this story, no doubt you have doc­u­ment­ary evid­ence to sup­port it.”

			Ukridge looked at me. I looked at Ukridge. There was a long si­lence.

			“Shift-ho, old horse?” said Ukridge, sadly. “No use stay­ing on here.”

			“No,” I replied, with equal gloom. “May as well go.”

			“Glad to have seen you,” said Teddy Weeks, “and thanks for the fruit.”

			The next time I saw the man he was com­ing out of a man­ager’s of­fice in the Hay­mar­ket. He had on a new Hom­burg hat of a del­ic­ate pearl grey, spats to match, and a new blue flan­nel suit, beau­ti­fully cut, with an in­vis­ible red twill. He was look­ing ju­bil­ant, and; as I passed him, he drew from his pock­et a gold ci­gar­ette-case.

			It was shortly after that, if you re­mem­ber, that he made a big hit as the ju­ven­ile lead in that piece at the Apollo and star­ted on his sen­sa­tion­al ca­reer as a mat­in­ee idol.

			In­side the church the or­gan had swelled in­to the fa­mil­i­ar mu­sic of the Wed­ding March. A ver­ger came out and opened the doors. The five cooks ceased their re­min­is­cences of oth­er and smarter wed­dings at which they had par­ti­cip­ated. The cam­era­men un­shipped their cam­er­as. The cost­er­mon­ger moved his bar­row of ve­get­ables a pace for­ward. A dishevelled and un­shaven man at my side uttered a dis­ap­prov­ing growl.

			“Idle rich!” said the dishevelled man.

			Out of the church came a beau­teous be­ing, lead­ing at­tached to his arm an­oth­er be­ing, some­what less beau­teous.

			There was no deny­ing the spec­tac­u­lar ef­fect of Teddy Weeks. He was hand­somer than ever. His sleek hair, gor­geously waved, shone in the sun, his eyes were large and bright; his lis­some frame, garbed in fault­less morn­ing-coat and trousers, was that of an Apollo. But his bride gave the im­pres­sion that Teddy had mar­ried money. They paused in the door­way, and the cam­era­men be­came act­ive and fussy.

			“Have you got a shil­ling, lad­die?” said Ukridge in a low, level voice.

			“Why do you want a shil­ling?”

			“Old horse,” said Ukridge, tensely, “it is of the ut­most vi­tal im­port­ance that I have a shil­ling here and now.”

			I passed it over. Ukridge turned to the dishevelled man, and I per­ceived that he held in his hand a large rich to­mato of juicy and over­ripe ap­pear­ance.

			“Would you like to earn a bob?” Ukridge said.

			“Would I!” replied the dishevelled man.

			Ukridge sank his voice to a hoarse whis­per.

			The cam­era­men had fin­ished their pre­par­a­tions. Teddy Weeks, his head thrown back in that gal­lant way which has en­deared him to so many fe­male hearts, was ex­hib­it­ing his cel­eb­rated teeth. The cooks, in un­der­tones, were mak­ing ad­verse com­ments on the ap­pear­ance of the bride.

			“Now, please,” said one of the cam­era­men.

			Over the heads of the crowd, well and truly aimed, whizzed a large juicy to­mato. It burst like a shell full between Teddy Weeks’s ex­press­ive eyes, ob­lit­er­at­ing them in scar­let ru­in. It spattered Teddy Weeks’s col­lar, it dripped on Teddy Weeks’s morn­ing-coat. And the dishevelled man turned ab­ruptly and raced off down the street.

			Ukridge grasped my arm. There was a look of deep con­tent in his eyes.

			“Shift-ho?” said Ukridge.

			Arm-in-arm, we strolled off in the pleas­ant June sun­shine.

		
	
		
			The Début of Battling Billson

			It be­comes in­creas­ingly dif­fi­cult, I have found, as time goes by, to re­call the ex­act cir­cum­stances in which one first be­came ac­quain­ted with this man or that; for as a gen­er­al thing I lay no claim to the pos­ses­sion of one of those hair-trig­ger memor­ies which come from sub­scrib­ing to the cor­res­pond­ence courses ad­vert­ised in the magazines. And yet I can state without doubt or hes­it­a­tion that the in­di­vidu­al af­ter­wards known as Bat­tling Bill­son entered my life at half-past four on the af­ter­noon of Sat­urday, Septem­ber the tenth, two days after my twenty-sev­enth birth­day. For there was that about my first sight of him which has caused the event to re­main pho­to­graph­ic­ally lined on the tab­lets of my mind when a yes­ter­day has faded from its page. Not only was our meet­ing dra­mat­ic and even start­ling, but it had in it some­thing of the qual­ity of the last straw, the fi­nal sling or ar­row of out­rageous For­tune. It seemed to put the lid on the sad­ness of life.

			Everything had been go­ing stead­ily wrong with me for more than a week. I had been away, pay­ing a duty vis­it to un­con­geni­al re­l­at­ives in the coun­try, and it had rained and rained and rained. There had been fam­ily pray­ers be­fore break­fast and bezique after din­ner. On the jour­ney back to Lon­don my car­riage had been full of ba­bies, the train had stopped every­where, and I had had noth­ing to eat but a bag of buns. And when fi­nally I let my­self in­to my lodgings in Ebury Street and sought the sooth­ing haven of my sit­ting room, the first thing I saw on open­ing the door was this enorm­ous red­headed man ly­ing on the sofa.

			He made no move as I came in, for he was asleep; and I can best con­vey the in­stant­an­eous im­pres­sion I got of his for­mid­able physique by say­ing that I had no de­sire to wake him. The sofa was a small one, and he over­flowed it in every dir­ec­tion. He had a broken nose, and his jaw was the jaw of a Wild West mo­tion-pic­ture star re­gis­ter­ing De­term­in­a­tion. One hand was un­der his head; the oth­er, hanging down to the floor, looked like a strayed ham con­gealed in­to stone. What he was do­ing in my sit­ting room I did not know; but, pas­sion­ately as I wished to know, I pre­ferred not to seek firsthand in­form­a­tion. There was some­thing about him that seemed to sug­gest that he might be one of those men who are rather cross when they first wake up. I crept out and stole softly down­stairs to make en­quir­ies of Bowles, my land­lord.

			“Sir?” said Bowles, in his fruity ex-but­ler way, pop­ping up from the depths ac­com­pan­ied by a rich smell of fin­nan had­die.

			“There’s someone in my room,” I whispered.

			“That would be Mr. Ukridge, sir.”

			“It wouldn’t be any­thing of the kind,” I replied, with as­per­ity. I sel­dom had the cour­age to con­tra­dict Bowles, but this state­ment was so wildly in­ac­cur­ate that I could not let it pass. “It’s a huge red­headed man.”

			“Mr. Ukridge’s friend, sir. He joined Mr. Ukridge here yes­ter­day.”

			“How do you mean, joined Mr. Ukridge here yes­ter­day?”

			“Mr. Ukridge came to oc­cupy your rooms in your ab­sence, sir, on the night after your de­par­ture. I as­sumed that he had your ap­prov­al. He said, if I re­mem­ber cor­rectly, that ‘it would be all right.’ ”

			For some reas­on or oth­er which I had nev­er been able to ex­plain, Bowles’s at­ti­tude to­wards Ukridge from their first meet­ing had been that of an in­dul­gent fath­er to­wards a fa­vour­ite son. He gave the im­pres­sion now of con­grat­u­lat­ing me on hav­ing such a friend to rally round and sneak in­to my rooms when I went away.

			“Would there be any­thing fur­ther, sir?” en­quired Bowles, with a wist­ful half-glance over his shoulder. He seemed re­luct­ant to tear him­self away for long from the fin­nan had­die.

			“No,” I said. “Er—no. When do you ex­pect Mr. Ukridge back?”

			“Mr. Ukridge in­formed me that he would re­turn for din­ner, sir. Un­less he has altered his plans, he is now at a mat­inée per­form­ance at the Gaiety Theatre.”

			The audi­ence was just be­gin­ning to leave when I reached the Gaiety. I waited in the Strand, and presently was re­war­ded by the sight of a yel­low mack­in­tosh work­ing its way through the crowd.

			“Hallo, lad­die!” said Stan­ley Feath­er­stone­haugh Ukridge, gen­i­ally. “When did you get back? I say, I want you to re­mem­ber this tune, so that you can re­mind me of it to­mor­row, when I’ll be sure to have for­got­ten it. This is how it goes.” He poised him­self flat-footedly in the sur­ging tide of ped­es­tri­ans and, shut­ting his eyes and rais­ing his chin, began to yo­del in a loud and dis­mal ten­or. “Tumty-tumty-tumty-tum, tum tum tum,” he con­cluded. “And now, old horse, you may lead me across the street to the Coal Hole for a short snifter. What sort of a time have you had?”

			“Nev­er mind what sort of a time I’ve had. Who’s the fel­low you’ve dumped down in my rooms?”

			“Red-haired man?”

			“Good Lord! Surely even you wouldn’t in­flict more than one on me?”

			Ukridge looked at me a little pained.

			“I don’t like this tone,” he said, lead­ing me down the steps of the Coal Hole. “Upon my Sam, your man­ner wounds me, old horse. I little thought that you would ob­ject to your best friend lay­ing his head on your pil­low.”

			“I don’t mind your head. At least I do, but I sup­pose I’ve got to put up with it. But when it comes to your tak­ing in lodgers—”

			“Or­der two tawny ports, lad­die,” said Ukridge, “and I’ll ex­plain all about that. I had an idea all along that you would want to know. It’s like this,” he pro­ceeded, when the tawny ports had ar­rived. “That bloke’s go­ing to make my ever­last­ing for­tune.”

			“Well, can’t he do it some­where else ex­cept in my sit­ting room?”

			“You know me, old horse,” said Ukridge, sip­ping lux­uri­ously. “Keen, alert, farsighted. Brain nev­er still. Al­ways get­ting ideas—bing—like a flash. The oth­er day I was in a pub down Chelsea way hav­ing a bit of bread and cheese, and a fel­low came in smothered with jew­els. Smothered, I give you my word. Rings on his fin­gers and a tiepin you could have lit your ci­gar at. I made en­quir­ies and found that he was Tod Bing­ham’s man­ager.”

			“Who’s Tod Bing­ham?”

			“My dear old son, you must have heard of Tod Bing­ham. The new mid­dle­weight cham­pi­on. Beat Alf Palmer for the belt a couple of weeks ago. And this bloke, as op­u­lent-look­ing a bloke as ever I saw, was his man­ager. I sup­pose he gets about fifty per­cent of everything Tod makes, and you know the sort of purses they give for big fights nowadays. And then there’s mu­sic-hall tours and the movies and all that. Well, I see no reas­on why, put­ting the thing at the low­est fig­ures, I shouldn’t scoop in thou­sands. I got the idea two seconds after they told me who this fel­low was. And what made the thing seem al­most as if it was meant to be was the co­in­cid­ence that I should have heard only that morn­ing that the Hy­acinth was in.”

			The man seemed to me to be ram­bling. In my re­duced and af­flic­ted state his cryptic meth­od of nar­rat­ive ir­rit­ated me.

			“I don’t know what you’re talk­ing about,” I said. “What’s the Hy­acinth? In where?”

			“Pull your­self to­geth­er, old horse,” said Ukridge, with the air of one en­deav­our­ing to be pa­tient with a half-wit­ted child. “You re­mem­ber the Hy­acinth, the tramp steam­er I took that trip on a couple of years ago. Many’s the time I’ve told you all about the Hy­acinth. She docked in the Port of Lon­don the night be­fore I met this op­u­lent bloke, and I had been mean­ing to go down next day and have a chat with the lads. The fel­low you found in your rooms is one of the trim­mers. As de­cent a bird as ever you met. Not much con­ver­sa­tion, but a heart of gold. And it came across me like a thun­der­bolt the mo­ment they told me who the jew­elled cove was that, if I could only in­duce this man Bill­son to take up scrap­ping ser­i­ously, with me as his man­ager, my for­tune was made. Bill­son is the man who in­ven­ted fight­ing.”

			“He looks it.”

			“Splen­did chap—you’ll like him.”

			“I bet I shall. I made up my mind to like him the mo­ment I saw him.”

			“Nev­er picks a quar­rel, you un­der­stand—in fact, used to need the deuce of a lot of pro­voca­tion be­fore he would give of his best; but once he star­ted—golly! I’ve seen that man clean out a bar at Mar­seilles in a way that fas­cin­ated you. A bar filled to over­flow­ing with A.B.’s and fire­men, mind you, and all cap­able of felling ox­en with a blow. Six of them there were, and they kept swat­ting Bill­son with all the vim and hearti­ness at their dis­pos­al, but he just let them bounce off, and went on with the busi­ness in hand. The man’s a cham­pi­on, lad­die, noth­ing less. You couldn’t hurt him with a hatchet, and every time he hits any­one all the un­der­takers in the place jump up and make bids for the body. And the amaz­ing bit of luck is that he was look­ing for a job ashore. It ap­pears he’s fallen in love with one of the bar­maids at the Crown in Ken­ning­ton. Not,” said Ukridge, so that all mis­ap­pre­hen­sion should be avoided, “the one with the squint. The oth­er one. Flos­sie. The girl with yel­low hair.”

			“I don’t know the bar­maids at the Crown in Ken­ning­ton,” I said.

			“Nice girls,” said Ukridge, pa­ternally. “So it was all right, you see. Our in­terests were identic­al. Good old Bill­son isn’t what you’d call a very in­tel­li­gent chap, but I man­aged to make him un­der­stand after an hour or so, and we drew up the con­tract. I’m to get fifty per­cent of everything in con­sid­er­a­tion of man­aging him, fix­ing up fights, and look­ing after him gen­er­ally.”

			“And look­ing after him in­cludes tuck­ing him up on my sofa and singing him to sleep?”

			Again that pained look came in­to Ukridge’s face. He gazed at me as if I had dis­ap­poin­ted him.

			“You keep harp­ing on that, lad­die, and it isn’t the right spir­it. Any­one would think that we had pol­luted your damned room.”

			“Well, you must ad­mit that hav­ing this com­ing cham­pi­on of yours in the home is go­ing to make things a bit crowded.”

			“Don’t worry about that, my dear old man,” said Ukridge, re­as­sur­ingly. “We move to the White Hart at Barnes to­mor­row, to start train­ing. I’ve got Bill­son an en­gage­ment in one of the pre­lim­in­ar­ies down at Won­der­land two weeks from to­night.”

			“No; really?” I said, im­pressed by this en­ter­prise. “How did you man­age it?”

			“I just took him along and showed him to the man­age­ment. They jumped at him. You see, the old boy’s ap­pear­ance rather speaks for it­self. Thank good­ness, all this happened just when I had a few quid tucked away. By the greatest good luck I ran in­to George Tup­per at the very mo­ment when he had had word that they were go­ing to make him an un­der­sec­ret­ary or some­thing—I can’t re­mem­ber the de­tails, but it’s some­thing they give these For­eign Of­fice blokes when they show a bit of class—and Tuppy par­ted with a ten­ner without a mur­mur. Seemed sort of dazed. I be­lieve now I could have had twenty if I’d had the pres­ence of mind to ask for it. Still,” said Ukridge, with a manly resig­na­tion which did him cred­it, “it can’t be helped now, and ten will see me through. The only thing that’s wor­ry­ing me at the mo­ment is what to call Bill­son.”

			“Yes, I should be care­ful what I called a man like that.”

			“I mean, what name is he to fight un­der?”

			“Why not his own?”

			“His par­ents, con­found them,” said Ukridge, moodily, “christened him Wil­ber­force. I ask you, can you see the crowd at Won­der­land hav­ing Wil­ber­force Bill­son in­tro­duced to them?”

			“Wil­lie Bill­son,” I sug­ges­ted. “Rather snappy.”

			Ukridge con­sidered the pro­pos­al ser­i­ously, with knit brows, as be­comes a man­ager.

			“Too frivol­ous,” he de­cided at length. “Might be all right for a ban­tam, but—no, I don’t like it. I was think­ing of some­thing like Hur­ricane Hicks or Rock-Crush­er Riggs.”

			“Don’t do it,” I urged, “or you’ll kill his ca­reer right from the start. You nev­er find a real cham­pi­on with one of these fancy names. Bob Fitz­sim­mons, Jack John­son, James J. Corbett, James J. Jef­fries—”

			“James J. Bill­son?”

			“Rot­ten.”

			“You don’t think,” said Ukridge, al­most with timid­ity, “that Wild­cat Wix might do?”

			“No fight­er with an ad­ject­ive in front of his name ever boxed in any­thing ex­cept a three-round pre­lim­in­ary.”

			“How about Bat­tling Bill­son?”

			I pat­ted him on the shoulder.

			“Go no farther,” I said. “The thing is settled. Bat­tling Bill­son is the name.”

			“Lad­die,” said Ukridge in a hushed voice, reach­ing across the table and grasp­ing my hand, “this is geni­us. Sheer geni­us. Or­der an­oth­er couple of tawny ports, old man.”

			I did so, and we drank deep to the Bat­tler’s suc­cess.

			My form­al in­tro­duc­tion to my god­child took place on our re­turn to Ebury Street, and—great as had been my re­spect for the man be­fore—it left me with a heightened ap­pre­ci­ation of the po­ten­ti­al­it­ies for tri­umph await­ing him in his se­lec­ted pro­fes­sion. He was awake by this time and mov­ing pon­der­ously about the sit­ting room, and he looked even more im­press­ive stand­ing than he had ap­peared when ly­ing down. At our first meet­ing, moreover, his eyes had been closed in sleep; they were now open, green in col­our, and of a pe­cu­li­arly metal­lic glint which caused them, as we shook hands, to seem to be ex­plor­ing my per­son for good spots to hit. What was prob­ably in­ten­ded to be the smile that wins ap­peared to me a grim and sar­don­ic twist of the lip. Take him for all in all, I had nev­er met a man so cal­cu­lated to con­vert the most truc­u­lent swash­buck­ler to pa­ci­fism at a glance; and when I re­called Ukridge’s story of the little un­pleas­ant­ness at Mar­seilles and real­ised that a mere hand­ful of half a dozen able-bod­ied sea­men had had the temer­ity to en­gage this fel­low in per­son­al con­flict, it gave me a thrill of pat­ri­ot­ic pride. There must be good stuff in the Brit­ish Mer­chant Mar­ine, I felt. Hearts of oak.

			Din­ner, which fol­lowed the in­tro­duc­tion, re­vealed the Bat­tler rather as a cap­able trench­er­man than as a spark­ling con­ver­sa­tion­al­ist. His long reach en­abled him to grab salt, pota­toes, pep­per, and oth­er ne­ces­sar­ies without the ne­ces­sity of ask­ing for them; and on oth­er top­ics he seemed to pos­sess no views which he deemed worthy of ex­ploit­a­tion. A strong, si­lent man.

			That there was a softer side to his char­ac­ter was, how­ever, made clear to me when, after smoking one of my ci­gars and talk­ing for awhile of this and that, Ukridge went out on one of those mys­ter­i­ous er­rands of his which were al­ways sum­mon­ing him at all hours and left my guest and my­self alone to­geth­er. After a bare half-hour’s si­lence, broken only by the sooth­ing gurgle of his pipe, the com­ing cham­pi­on cocked an in­tim­id­at­ing eye at me and spoke.

			“You ever been in love, mis­ter?”

			I was thrilled and flattered. Some­thing in my ap­pear­ance, I told my­self, some neb­u­lous some­thing that showed me a man of sen­ti­ment and sym­pathy, had ap­pealed to this man, and he was about to pour out his heart in in­tim­ate con­fes­sion. I said yes, I had been in love many times. I went on to speak of love as a noble emo­tion of which no man need be ashamed. I spoke at length and with fer­vour.

			“R!” said Bat­tling Bill­son.

			Then, as if aware that he had been chat­ter­ing in an un­dig­ni­fied man­ner to a com­par­at­ive stranger, he with­drew in­to the si­lence again and did not emerge till it was time to go to bed, when he said “Good night, mis­ter,” and dis­ap­peared. It was dis­ap­point­ing. Sig­ni­fic­ant, per­haps, the con­ver­sa­tion had been, but I had been rather hop­ing for some­thing which could have been built up in­to a hu­man doc­u­ment, en­titled “The Soul of the Abysmal Brute,” and sold to some ed­it­or for that real money which was al­ways so badly needed in the home.

			Ukridge and his protégé left next morn­ing for Barnes, and, as that river­side re­sort was some­what off my beat, I saw no more of the Bat­tler un­til the fate­ful night at Won­der­land. From time to time Ukridge would drop in at my rooms to pur­loin ci­gars and socks, and on these oc­ca­sions he al­ways spoke with the greatest con­fid­ence of his man’s pro­spects. At first, it seemed, there had been a little dif­fi­culty ow­ing to the oth­er’s rooted idea that plug to­bacco was an in­dis­pens­able ad­junct to train­ing: but to­wards the end of the first week the ar­gu­ments of wis­dom had pre­vailed and he had con­sen­ted to aban­don smoking un­til after his début. By this con­ces­sion the is­sue seemed to Ukridge to have been sealed as a cer­tainty, and he was in sunny mood as he bor­rowed the money from me to pay our fares to the Un­der­ground sta­tion at which the pil­grim alights who wishes to vis­it that Mecca of East-end box­ing, Won­der­land.

			The Bat­tler had pre­ceded us, and when we ar­rived was in the dress­ing room, stripped to a breath­tak­ing semi-nud­ity. I had not sup­posed that it was pos­sible for a man to be lar­ger than was Mr. Bill­son when ar­rayed for the street, but in trunks and box­ing shoes he looked like his big broth­er. Muscles re­sem­bling the hawsers of an At­lantic liner coiled down his arms and rippled along his massive shoulders. He seemed to dwarf al­to­geth­er the by no means flimsy ath­lete who passed out of the room as we came in.

			“That’s the bloke,” an­nounced Mr. Bill­son, jerking his red head after this per­son.

			We un­der­stood him to im­ply that the oth­er was his op­pon­ent, and the spir­it of con­fid­ence which had an­im­ated us waxed con­sid­er­ably. Where six of the pick of the Mer­chant Mar­ine had failed, this strip­ling could scarcely hope to suc­ceed.

			“I been talkin’ to ’im,” said Bat­tling Bill­son.

			I took this un­wonted gar­ru­lity to be due to a slight nervous­ness nat­ur­al at such a mo­ment.

			“ ’E’s ’ad a lot of trouble, that bloke,” said the Bat­tler.

			The ob­vi­ous reply was that he was now go­ing to have a lot more, but be­fore either of us could make it a hoarse voice an­nounced that Squiffy and the Toff had com­pleted their three-round bout and that the stage now waited for our nom­in­ee. We hur­ried to our seats. The ne­ces­sity of tak­ing a look at our man in his dress­ing room had de­prived us of the pleas­ure of wit­ness­ing the pas­sage of arms between Squiffy and the Toff, but I gathered that it must have been lively and full of en­ter­tain­ment, for the audi­ence seemed in ex­cel­lent hu­mour. All those who were not too busy eat­ing jel­lied eels were bab­bling hap­pily or whist­ling between their fin­gers to friends in dis­tant parts of the hall. As Mr. Bill­son climbed in­to the ring in all the glory of his red hair and jump­ing muscles, the babble rose to a roar. It was plain that Won­der­land had stamped our Bat­tler with its ap­prov­al on sight.

			The audi­ences which sup­port Won­der­land are not dis­dain­ful of sci­ence. Neat foot­work wins their com­mend­a­tion, and a skil­ful duck­ing of the head is greeted with know­ing ap­plause. But what they es­teem most highly is the punch. And one sight of Bat­tling Bill­son seemed to tell them that here was the Punch per­son­i­fied. They sent the fight­ers off to a howl of ec­stasy, and settled back in their seats to en­joy the pure pleas­ure of see­ing two of their fel­low-men hit­ting each oth­er very hard and of­ten.

			The howl died away.

			I looked at Ukridge with con­cern. Was this the hero of Mar­seilles, the man who cleaned out bar­rooms and on whom un­der­takers fawned? Dif­fid­ent was the only word to de­scribe our Bat­tler’s be­ha­viour in that open­ing round. He pawed lightly at his ant­ag­on­ist. He em­braced him like a broth­er. He shuffled about the ring, in­noc­u­ous.

			“What’s the mat­ter with him?” I asked.

			“He al­ways starts slow,” said Ukridge, but his con­cern was mani­fest. He fumbled nervously at the but­tons of his mack­in­tosh. The ref­er­ee was warn­ing Bat­tling Bill­son, He was speak­ing to him like a dis­ap­poin­ted fath­er. In the cheap­er and baser parts of the house en­raged cit­izens were whist­ling “Com­rades.” Every­where a chill had fallen on the house. That first fine fresh en­thu­si­asm had died away, and the sound­ing of the gong for the end of the round was greeted with cen­sori­ous cat­calls. As Mr. Bill­son lurched back to his corner, frank un­friend­li­ness was dis­played on all sides.

			With the open­ing of the second round con­sid­er­ably more spir­it was in­tro­duced in­to the af­fair. The same strange tor­pid­ity still held our Bat­tler in its grip, but his op­pon­ent was an­oth­er man. Dur­ing round one he had seemed a little nervous and ap­pre­hens­ive. He had be­haved as if he con­sidered it prudent not to stir Mr. Bill­son. But now this dis­taste for dir­ect ac­tion had left him. There was jaunti­ness in his de­mean­our as he moved to the centre of the ring; and, hav­ing reached it, he un­coiled a long left and smote Mr. Bill­son force­fully on the nose. Twice he smote him, and twice Mr. Bill­son blinked like one who has had bad news from home. The man who had had a lot of trouble leaned side­ways and brought his right fist squarely against the Bat­tler’s ear.

			All was for­got­ten and for­giv­en. A mo­ment be­fore the audi­ence had been solidly anti-Bill­son. Now they were as un­an­im­ously pro. For these blows, while they ap­peared to have af­fected him not at all phys­ic­ally, seemed to have awakened Mr. Bill­son’s bet­ter feel­ings as if some­body had turned on a tap. They had aroused in Mr. Bill­son’s soul that zest for com­bat which had been so sadly to seek in round one. For an in­stant after the re­ceipt of that buf­fet on the ear the Bat­tler stood mo­tion­less on his flat feet, ap­par­ently in deep thought. Then, with the air of one who has sud­denly re­membered an im­port­ant ap­point­ment, he plunged for­ward. Like an an­im­ated wind­mill he cast him­self upon the bloke of troubles. He knocked him here, he bounced him there. He com­mit­ted may­hem upon his per­son. He did everything to him that a man can do who is hampered with box­ing-gloves, un­til presently the troubled one was lean­ing heav­ily against the ropes, his head hanging dazedly, his whole at­ti­tude that of a man who would just as soon let the mat­ter drop. It only re­mained for the Bat­tler to drive home the fi­nal punch, and a hun­dred en­thu­si­asts, rising to their feet, were point­ing out to him de­sir­able loc­a­tions for it.

			But once more that strange dif­fid­ence had des­cen­ded upon our rep­res­ent­at­ive. While every oth­er man in the build­ing seemed to know the cor­rect pro­ced­ure and was sketch­ing it out in nervous Eng­lish, Mr. Bill­son ap­peared the vic­tim of doubt. He looked un­cer­tainly at his op­pon­ent and en­quir­ingly at the ref­er­ee.

			The ref­er­ee, ob­vi­ously a man of blun­ted sens­ib­il­it­ies, was un­re­spons­ive. Do It Now was plainly his slo­gan. He was a busi­ness man, and he wanted his pat­rons to get good value for their money. He was ur­ging Mr. Bill­son to make a thor­ough job of it. And fi­nally Mr. Bill­son ap­proached his man and drew back his right arm. Hav­ing done this, he looked over his shoulder once more at the ref­er­ee.

			It was a fatal blun­der. The man who had had a lot of trouble may have been in poor shape, but, like most of his pro­fes­sion, he re­tained, des­pite his re­cent mis­ad­ven­tures, a re­serve store of en­ergy. Even as Mr. Bill­son turned his head, he reached down to the floor with his gloved right hand, then, with a fi­nal ef­fort, brought it up in a majest­ic sweep against the angle of the oth­er’s jaw. And then, as the fickle audi­ence, with swift change of sym­pathy, cheered him on, he bur­ied his left in Mr. Bill­son’s stom­ach on the ex­act spot where the well-dressed man wears the third but­ton of his waist­coat.

			Of all hu­man ex­per­i­ences this of be­ing smit­ten in this pre­cise loc­al­ity is the least agree­able. Bat­tling Bill­son drooped like a stricken flower, settled slowly down, and spread him­self out. He lay peace­fully on his back with out­stretched arms like a man float­ing in smooth wa­ter. His day’s work was done.

			A wail­ing cry rose above the din of ex­cited pat­rons of sport en­deav­our­ing to ex­plain to their neigh­bours how it had all happened. It was the voice of Ukridge mourn­ing over his dead.

			At half-past el­ev­en that night, as I was pre­par­ing for bed, a droop­ing fig­ure entered my room. I mixed a si­lent, sym­path­et­ic Scotch and soda, and for awhile no word was spoken.

			“How is the poor fel­low?” I asked at length.

			“He’s all right,” said Ukridge, list­lessly. “I left him eat­ing fish and chips at a cof­fee-stall.”

			“Bad luck his get­ting pipped on the post like that.”

			“Bad luck!” boomed Ukridge, throw­ing off his leth­argy with a vigour that spoke of men­tal an­guish. “What do you mean, bad luck? It was just dam’ bone-headed­ness. Upon my Sam, it’s a little hard. I in­vest vast sums in this man, I sup­port him in lux­ury for two weeks, ask­ing noth­ing of him in re­turn ex­cept to sail in and knock some­body’s head off, which he could have done in two minutes if he had liked, and he lets me down purely and simply be­cause the oth­er fel­low told him that he had been up all night look­ing after his wife who had burned her hand at the jam fact­ory. In­fer­anal sen­ti­ment­al­ism!”

			“Does him cred­it,” I ar­gued.

			“Bah!”

			“Kind hearts,” I urged, “are more than cor­on­ets.”

			“Who the dev­il wants a pu­gil­ist to have a kind heart? What’s the use of this man Bill­son be­ing able to knock out an ele­phant if he’s af­flic­ted with this damned maudlin mush­i­ness? Who ever heard of a mushy pu­gil­ist? It’s the wrong spir­it. It doesn’t make for suc­cess.”

			“It’s a han­di­cap, of course,” I ad­mit­ted.

			“What guar­an­tee have I,” de­man­ded Ukridge, “that if I go to enorm­ous trouble and ex­pense get­ting him an­oth­er match, he won’t turn aside and brush away a si­lent tear in the first round be­cause he’s heard that the blight­er’s wife has got an in­grow­ing toe­nail?”

			“You could match him only against bach­el­ors.”

			“Yes, and the first bach­el­or he met would draw him in­to a corner and tell him his aunt was down with whoop­ing-cough, and the chump would heave a sigh and stick his chin out to be wal­loped. A fel­low’s got no busi­ness to have red hair if he isn’t go­ing to live up to it. And yet,” said Ukridge, wist­fully, “I’ve seen that man—it was in a dance-hall at Naples—I’ve seen him take on at least el­ev­en Itali­ans sim­ul­tan­eously. But then, one of them had stuck a knife about three inches in­to his leg. He seems to need some­thing like that to give him am­bi­tion.”

			“I don’t see how you are go­ing to ar­range to have him knifed just be­fore each fight.”

			“No,” said Ukridge, mourn­fully.

			“What are you go­ing to do about his fu­ture? Have you any plans?”

			“Noth­ing def­in­ite. My aunt was look­ing for a com­pan­ion to at­tend to her cor­res­pond­ence and take care of the ca­nary last time I saw her. I might try to get the job for him.”

			And with a hor­rid, mirth­less laugh Stan­ley Feath­er­stone­haugh Ukridge bor­rowed five shil­lings and passed out in­to the night.

			I did not see Ukridge for the next few days, but I had news of him from our mu­tu­al friend George Tup­per, whom I met pran­cing in up­lif­ted mood down White­hall.

			“I say,” said George Tup­per without pre­amble, and with a sort of dazed fer­vour, “they’ve giv­en me an un­der­sec­ret­ary­ship.”

			I pressed his hand. I would have slapped him on the back, but one does not slap the backs of em­in­ent For­eign Of­fice of­fi­cials in White­hall in broad day­light, even if one has been at school with them.

			“Con­grat­u­la­tions,” I said. “There is no one whom I would more gladly see un­der­sec­ret­ary­ing. I heard ru­mours of this from Ukridge.”

			“Oh, yes, I re­mem­ber I told him it might be com­ing off. Good old Ukridge! I met him just now and told him the news, and he was de­lighted.”

			“How much did he touch you for?”

			“Eh? Oh, only five pounds. Till Sat­urday. He ex­pects to have a lot of money by then.”

			“Did you ever know the time when Ukridge didn’t ex­pect to have a lot of money?”

			“I want you and Ukridge to come and have a bit of din­ner with me to cel­eb­rate. How would Wed­nes­day suit you?”

			“Splen­didly.”

			“Sev­en-thirty at the Re­gent Grill, then. Will you tell Ukridge?”

			“I don’t know where he’s got to. I haven’t seen him for nearly a week. Did he tell you where he was?”

			“Out at some place at Barnes. What was the name of it?”

			“The White Hart?”

			“That’s it.”

			“Tell me,” I said, “how did he seem? Cheer­ful?”

			“Very. Why?”

			“The last time I saw him he was think­ing of giv­ing up the struggle. He had had re­verses.”

			I pro­ceeded to the White Hart im­me­di­ately after lunch. The fact that Ukridge was still at that hostelry and had re­gained his usu­al sunny out­look on life seemed to point to the fact that the clouds en­vel­op­ing the fu­ture of Mr. Bill­son had cleared away, and that the lat­ter’s hat was still in the ring. That this was so was made clear to me dir­ectly I ar­rived. En­quir­ing for my old friend, I was dir­ec­ted to an up­per room, from which, as I ap­proached, there came a pe­cu­li­ar thud­ding noise. It was caused, as I per­ceived on open­ing the door, by Mr. Bill­son. Clad in flan­nel trousers and a sweat­er, he was earn­estly pound­ing a large leath­er ob­ject sus­pen­ded from a wooden plat­form. His man­ager, seated on a soap­box in a corner, re­garded him the while with af­fec­tion­ate pro­pri­et­or­ship.

			“Hallo, old horse!” said Ukridge, rising as I entered. “Glad to see you.”

			The din of Mr. Bill­son’s bag-punch­ing, from which my ar­rival had not caused him to de­sist, was such as to render con­ver­sa­tion dif­fi­cult. We moved to the quieter re­treat of the bar down­stairs, where I in­formed Ukridge of the un­der­sec­ret­ary’s in­vit­a­tion.

			“I’ll be there,” said Ukridge. “There’s one thing about good old Bill­son, you can trust him not to break train­ing if you take your eye off him. And, of course, he real­ises that this is a big thing. It’ll be the mak­ing of him.”

			“Your aunt is con­sid­er­ing en­ga­ging him, then?”

			“My aunt? What on earth are you talk­ing about? Col­lect your­self, lad­die.”

			“When you left me you were go­ing to try to get him the job of look­ing after your aunt’s ca­nary.”

			“Oh, I was feel­ing rather sore then. That’s all over. I had an earn­est talk with the poor zi­mp, and he means busi­ness from now on. And so he ought to, dash it, with a mag­ni­fi­cent op­por­tun­ity like this.”

			“Like what?”

			“We’re on to a big thing now, lad­die, the dick­ens of a big thing.”

			“I hope you’ve made sure the oth­er man’s a bach­el­or. Who is he?”

			“Tod Bing­ham.”

			“Tod Bing­ham?” I groped in my memory. “You don’t mean the mid­dle­weight cham­pi­on?”

			“That’s the fel­low.”

			“You don’t ex­pect me to be­lieve that you’ve got a match on with a cham­pi­on already?”

			“It isn’t ex­actly a match. It’s like this. Tod Bing­ham is go­ing round the East-end halls of­fer­ing two hun­dred quid to any­one who’ll stay four rounds with him. Ad­vert­ise­ment stuff. Good old Bill­son is go­ing to un­leash him­self at the Shored­itch Em­pire next Sat­urday.”

			“Do you think he’ll be able to stay four rounds?”

			“Stay four rounds!” cried Ukridge. “Why, he could stay four rounds with a fel­low armed with a Gat­ling-gun and a couple of pick­axes. That money’s as good as in our pock­ets, lad­die. And once we’re through with this job, there isn’t a box­ing-place in Eng­land that won’t jump at us. I don’t mind telling you in con­fid­ence, old horse, that in a year from now I ex­pect to be pulling in hun­dreds a week. Clean up a bit here first, you know, and then pop over to Amer­ica and make an enorm­ous for­tune. Damme, I shan’t know how to spend the money!”

			“Why not buy some socks? I’m run­ning a bit short of them.”

			“Now, lad­die, lad­die,” said Ukridge, re­prov­ingly, “need we strike a jar­ring note? Is this the mo­ment to fling your beastly socks in an old friend’s face? A broad­er-minded spir­it is what I would like to see.”

			I was ten minutes late in ar­riv­ing at the Re­gent Grill on the Wed­nes­day of George Tup­per’s in­vit­a­tion, and the spec­tacle of George in per­son stand­ing bare­headed at the Pic­ca­dilly en­trance filled me with guilty re­morse. George was the best fel­low in the world, but the at­mo­sphere of the For­eign Of­fice had in­creased the tend­ency he had al­ways had from boy­hood to a sort of pre­cise fussi­ness, and it up­set him if his af­fairs did not run ex­actly on sched­ule. The thought that my un­punc­tu­al­ity should have marred this great even­ing sent me hur­ry­ing to­wards him full of apo­lo­gies.

			“Oh, there you are,” said George Tup­per. “I say, it’s too bad—”

			“I’m aw­fully sorry. My watch—”

			“Ukridge!” cried George Tup­per, and I per­ceived that it was not I who had caused his con­cern.

			“Isn’t he com­ing?” I asked, amazed. The idea of Ukridge evad­ing a free meal was one of those that seem to make the sol­id found­a­tions of the world rock.

			“He’s come. And he’s brought a girl with him!”

			“A girl!”

			“In pink, with yel­low hair,” wailed George Tup­per. “What am I to do?”

			I pondered the point.

			“It’s a weird thing for even Ukridge to have done,” I said, “but I sup­pose you’ll have to give her din­ner.”

			“But the place is full of people I know, and this girl’s so—so spec­tac­u­lar.”

			I felt for him deeply, but I could see no way out of it.

			“You don’t think I could say I had been taken ill?”

			“It would hurt Ukridge’s feel­ings.”

			“I should en­joy hurt­ing Ukridge’s feel­ings, curse him!” said George Tup­per, fer­vently.

			“And it would be an aw­ful slam for the girl, who­ever she is.”

			George Tup­per sighed. His was a chiv­al­rous nature. He drew him­self up as if bra­cing him­self for a dread­ful or­deal.

			“Oh, well, I sup­pose there’s noth­ing to do,” he said. “Come along. I left them drink­ing cock­tails in the lounge.”

			George had not erred in de­scrib­ing Ukridge’s ad­di­tion to the fest­iv­it­ies as spec­tac­u­lar. Flam­boy­ant would have been a suit­able word. As she pre­ceded us down the long din­ing-room, her arm linked in George Tup­per’s—she seemed to have taken a lik­ing to George—I had ample op­por­tun­ity for study­ing her, from her pat­ent-leath­er shoes to the mass of golden hair be­neath her pic­ture-hat. She had a loud, clear voice, and she was telling George Tup­per the rather in­tim­ate de­tails of an in­tern­al com­plaint which had re­cently troubled an aunt of hers. If George had been the fam­ily phys­i­cian, she could not have been franker; and I could see a dull glow spread­ing over his shapely ears.

			Per­haps Ukridge saw it, too, for he seemed to ex­per­i­ence a slight twinge of con­science.

			“I have an idea, lad­die,” he whispered, “that old Tuppy is a trifle peeved at my bring­ing Flos­sie along. If you get a chance, you might just mur­mur to him that it was mil­it­ary ne­ces­sity.”

			“Who is she?” I asked.

			“I told you about her. Flos­sie, the bar­maid at the Crown in Ken­ning­ton. Bill­son’s fiancée.”

			I looked at him in amazement.

			“Do you mean to tell me that you’re court­ing death by flirt­ing with Bat­tling Bill­son’s girl?”

			“My dear old man, noth­ing like that,” said Ukridge, shocked. “The whole thing is, I’ve got a par­tic­u­lar fa­vour to ask of her—rather a rummy re­quest—and it was no good spring­ing it on her in cold blood. There had to be a cer­tain amount of cham­pagne in ad­vance, and my funds won’t run to cham­pagne. I’m tak­ing her on to the Al­ham­bra after din­ner. I’ll look you up to­night and tell you all about it.”

			We then pro­ceeded to dine. It was not one of the pleas­antest meals of my ex­per­i­ence. The fu­ture Mrs. Bill­son prattled agree­ably through­out, and Ukridge as­sisted her in keep­ing the con­ver­sa­tion alive; but the shattered de­mean­our of George Tup­per would have taken the sparkle out of any ban­quet. From time to time he pulled him­self to­geth­er and en­deav­oured to play the host, but for the most part he main­tained a pale and brood­ing si­lence; and it was a re­lief when Ukridge and his com­pan­ion rose to leave.

			“Well!—” began George Tup­per in a strangled voice, as they moved away down the aisle.

			I lit a ci­gar and sat back du­ti­fully to listen.

			Ukridge ar­rived in my rooms at mid­night, his eyes gleam­ing through their pince-nez with a strange light. His man­ner was ex­uber­ant.

			“It’s all right,” he said.

			“I’m glad you think so.”

			“Did you ex­plain to Tuppy?”

			“I didn’t get a chance. He was talk­ing too hard.”

			“About me?”

			“Yes. He said everything I’ve al­ways felt about you, only far, far bet­ter than I could ever have put it.”

			Ukridge’s face clouded for a mo­ment, but cheer­ful­ness re­turned.

			“Oh, well, it can’t be helped. He’ll sim­mer down in a day or two. It had to be done, lad­die. Life and death mat­ter. And it’s all right. Read this.”

			I took the let­ter he handed me. It was writ­ten in a scrawly hand.

			“What’s this?”

			“Read it, lad­die. I think it will meet the case.” I read.

			“ ‘Wil­ber­force.’ ”

			“Who on earth’s Wil­ber­force?”

			“I told you that was Bill­son’s name.”

			“Oh, yes.”

			I re­turned to the let­ter.

			
				“Wil­ber­force—

				“I take my pen in hand to tell you that I can nev­er be yours. You will no doubt be sur­prised to hear that I love an­oth­er and a bet­ter man, so that it can nev­er be. He loves me, and he is a bet­ter man than you.

				“Hop­ing this finds you in the pink as it leaves me at present,

				
					“Yours faith­fully,

					“Florence Burns.”

				
			

			“I told her to keep it snappy,” said Ukridge.

			“Well, she’s cer­tainly done it,” I replied, hand­ing back the let­ter. “I’m sorry. From the little I saw of her, I thought her a nice girl—for Bill­son. Do you hap­pen to know the oth­er man’s ad­dress? Be­cause it would be a kindly act to send him a post­card ad­vising him to leave Eng­land for a year or two.”

			“The Shored­itch Em­pire will find him this week.”

			“What!”

			“The oth­er man is Tod Bing­ham.”

			“Tod Bing­ham!” The drama of the situ­ation moved me. “Do you mean to say that Tod Bing­ham is in love with Bat­tling Bill­son’s girl?”

			“No. He’s nev­er seen her!”

			“What do you mean?”

			Ukridge sat down creak­ingly on the sofa. He slapped my knee with sud­den and un­com­fort­able vi­ol­ence.

			“Lad­die,” said Ukridge, “I will tell you all. Yes­ter­day af­ter­noon I found old Bill­son read­ing a copy of the Daily Sports­man. He isn’t much of a read­er as a rule, so I was rather in­ter­ested to know what had gripped him. And do you know what it was, old horse?”

			“I do not.”

			“It was an art­icle about Tod Bing­ham. One of those damned sen­ti­ment­al blurbs they print about pu­gil­ists nowadays, say­ing what a good chap he was in private life and how he al­ways sent a tele­gram to his old moth­er after each fight and gave her half the purse. Damme, there ought to be a cen­sor­ship of the Press. These blight­ers don’t mind what they print. I don’t sup­pose Tod Bing­ham has got an old moth­er, and if he has I’ll bet he doesn’t give her a bob. There were tears in that chump Bill­son’s eyes as he showed me the art­icle. Salt tears, lad­die! ‘Must be a nice feller!’ he said. Well, I ask you! I mean to say, it’s a bit thick when the man you’ve been pour­ing out money for and watch­ing over like a baby sis­ter starts get­ting sorry for a cham­pi­on three days be­fore he’s due to fight him. A cham­pi­on, mark you! It was bad enough his get­ting mushy about that fel­low at Won­der­land, but when it came to be­ing soft­hearted over Tod Bing­ham some­thing had to be done. Well, you know me. Brain like a buzz-saw. I saw the only way of coun­ter­act­ing this per­ni­cious stuff was to get him so mad with Tod Bing­ham that he would for­get all about his old moth­er, so I sud­denly thought: Why not get Flos­sie to pre­tend that Bing­ham had cut him out with her? Well, it’s not the sort of thing you can ask a girl to do without pre­par­ing the ground a bit, so I brought her along to Tuppy’s din­ner. It was a mas­ter­stroke, lad­die. There’s noth­ing softens the del­ic­ately-nur­tured like a good din­ner, and there’s no deny­ing that old Tuppy did us well. She agreed the mo­ment I put the thing to her, and sat down and wrote that let­ter without a blink. I think she thinks it’s all a jolly prac­tic­al joke. She’s a light­hearted girl.”

			“Must be.”

			“It’ll give poor old Bill­son a bit of a jar for the time be­ing, I sup­pose, but it’ll make him spread him­self on Sat­urday night, and he’ll be per­fectly happy on Sunday morn­ing when she tells him she didn’t mean it and he real­ises that he’s got a hun­dred quid of Tod Bing­ham’s in his trousers pock­et.”

			“I thought you said it was two hun­dred quid that Bing­ham was of­fer­ing.”

			“I get a hun­dred,” said Ukridge, dream­ily.

			“The only flaw is, the let­ter doesn’t give the oth­er man’s name. How is Bill­son to know it’s Tod Bing­ham?”

			“Why, damme, lad­die, do use your in­tel­li­gence. Bill­son isn’t go­ing to sit and yawn when he gets that let­ter. He’ll buzz straight down to Ken­ning­ton and ask Flos­sie.”

			“And then she will give the whole thing away.”

			“No, she won’t. I slipped her a couple of quid to prom­ise she wouldn’t. And that re­minds me, old man, it has left me a bit short, so if you could pos­sibly man­age—”

			“Good night,” I said.

			“But, lad­die—”

			“And God bless you,” I ad­ded, firmly.

			The Shored­itch Em­pire is a roomy house, but it was crowded to the doors when I reached it on the Sat­urday night. In nor­mal cir­cum­stances I sup­pose there would al­ways have been a large audi­ence on a Sat­urday, and this even­ing the lure of Tod Bing­ham’s per­son­al ap­pear­ance had drawn more than ca­pa­city. In re­turn for my shil­ling I was ac­cor­ded the priv­ilege of stand­ing against the wall at the back, a po­s­i­tion from which I could not see a great deal of the per­form­ance.

			From the oc­ca­sion­al flashes which I got of the stage between the heads of my neigh­bours, how­ever, and from the gen­er­ally rest­less and im­pa­tient at­ti­tude of the audi­ence I gathered that I was not miss­ing much. The pro­gramme of the Shored­itch Em­pire that week was es­sen­tially a one-man af­fair. The pat­rons had the air of suf­fer­ing the pre­lim­in­ary acts as un­avoid­able obstacles that stand between them and the head­liner. It was Tod Bing­ham whom they had come to see, and they were not cor­di­al to the un­for­tu­nate serio-com­ics, tramp cyc­lists, jug­glers, ac­robats, and bal­lad sing­ers who in­truded them­selves dur­ing the earli­er part of the even­ing. The cheer that arose as the cur­tain fell on a dra­mat­ic sketch came from the heart, for the next num­ber on the pro­gramme was that of the star.

			A stout man in even­ing dress with a red handker­chief worn am­bas­sad­ori­ally athwart his shirt­front stepped out from the wings.

			“Ladies and gen­tle­men!”

			“ ’Ush!” cried the audi­ence.

			“Ladies and gen­tle­men!”

			A Voice: “Good ole Tod!” (“Cheese it!”)

			“Ladies and gen­tle­men,” said the am­bas­sad­or for the third time. He scanned the house ap­pre­hens­ively. “Deeply re­gret have un­for­tu­nate dis­ap­point­ment to an­nounce. Tod Bing­ham un­for­tu­nately un­able to ap­pear be­fore you to­night.”

			A howl like the howl of wolves balked of their prey or of an am­phi­theatre full of Ro­man cit­izens on re­ceipt of the news that the sup­ply of lions had run out greeted these words. We stared at each oth­er with a wild sur­mise. Could this thing be, or was it not too thick for hu­man be­lief?

			“Wot’s the mat­ter with ’im?” de­man­ded the gal­lery, hoarsely.

			“Yus, wot’s the mat­ter with ’im?” echoed we of the bet­ter ele­ment on the lower floor.

			The am­bas­sad­or sidled un­eas­ily to­wards the prompt en­trance. He seemed aware that he was not a pop­u­lar fa­vour­ite.

			“ ’E ’as ’ad an un­for­tu­nate ac­ci­dent,” he de­clared, nervous­ness be­gin­ning to sweep away his aitches whole­sale. “On ’is way ’ere to this ’all ’e was un­for­tu­nately run in­to by a truck, sus­tain­ing bruises and con­tu­sions which render ’im un­for­tu­nately un­able to ap­pear be­fore you to­night. I beg to an­nounce that ’is place will be taken by Pro­fess­or Dev­ine, who will render ’is mar­vel­lous im­it­a­tions of vari­ous birds and fa­mil­i­ar an­im­als. Ladies and gen­tle­men,” con­cluded the am­bas­sad­or, step­ping nimbly off the stage, “I thank you one and all.”

			The cur­tain rose and a dap­per in­di­vidu­al with a waxed mous­tache skipped on.

			“Ladies and gen­tle­men, my first im­it­a­tion will be of that well-known song­ster, the com­mon thrust—bet­ter known to some of you per’aps as the throstle. And in con­nec­tion with my per­form­ance I wish to state that I ’ave noth­ing what­so­ever in my mouth. The ef­fects which I pro­duce—”

			I with­drew, and two-thirds of the audi­ence star­ted to do the same. From be­hind us, dy­ing away as the doors closed, came the plaint­ive note of the com­mon thrush feebly com­pet­ing with that oth­er and stern­er bird which haunts those places of en­ter­tain­ment where audi­ences are crit­ic­al and swift to take of­fence.

			Out in the street a knot of Shored­itch’s young­er set were hanging on the lips of an ex­cited orator in a battered hat and trousers which had been made for a lar­ger man. Some stir­ring tale which he was telling held them spell­bound. Words came rag­gedly through the noise of the traffic.

			“—like this. Then ’e ’its ’im an­oth­er like that. Then they start—on the side of the jor—”

			“Pass along, there,” in­ter­rup­ted an of­fi­cial voice. “Come on, there, pass along.”

			The crowd thinned and re­solved it­self in­to its ele­ments. I found my­self mov­ing down the street in com­pany with the wear­er of the battered hat. Though we had not been form­ally in­tro­duced, he seemed to con­sider me a suit­able re­cip­i­ent for his tale. He en­rolled me at once as a nuc­le­us for a fresh audi­ence.

			“ ’E comes up, this bloke does, just as Tod is goin’ in at the stage-door—”

			“Tod?” I quer­ied.

			“Tod Bing­ham. ’E comes up just as ’e’s goin’ in at the stage-door, and ’e says ‘ ’Ere!’ and Tod says ‘Yus?’ and this bloke ’e says ‘Put ’em up!’ and Tod says ‘Put wot up?’ and this bloke says ‘Yer ’ands,’ and Tod says ‘Wot, me?’—sort of sur­prised. An’ the next minute they’re fight­in’ all over the shop.”

			“But surely Tod Bing­ham was run over by a truck?”

			The man in the battered hat sur­veyed me with the mingled scorn and re­sent­ment which the de­vout be­stow on those of heretic­al views.

			“Truck! ’E wasn’t run over by no truck. Wot mikes yer fink ’e was run over by a truck? Wot ’ud ’e be doin’ bein’ run over by a truck? ’E ’ad it put across ’im by this red-’eaded bloke, same as I’m tel­lin’ yer.”

			A great light shone upon me.

			“Red­headed?” I cried.

			“Yus.”

			“A big man?”

			“Yus.”

			“And he put it across Tod Bing­ham?”

			“Put it across ’im prop­er. ’Ad to go ’ome in a keb, Tod did. Funny a bloke that could fight like that bloke could fight ’adn’t the sense to go and do it on the stige and get some money for it. That’s wot I think.”

			Across the street an arc-lamp shed its cold rays. And in­to its glare there strode a man draped in a yel­low mack­in­tosh. The light gleamed on his pince-nez and lent a grue­some pal­lor to his set face. It was Ukridge re­treat­ing from Mo­scow.

			“Oth­ers,” I said, “are think­ing the same.”

			And I hur­ried across the road to ad­min­is­ter what feeble con­sol­a­tion I might. There are mo­ments when a fel­low needs a friend.

		
	
		
			First Aid for Dora

			Nev­er in the course of a long and in­tim­ate ac­quaint­ance hav­ing been shown any evid­ence to the con­trary, I had al­ways looked on Stan­ley Feath­er­stone­haugh Ukridge, my boy­hood chum, as a man rug­gedly in­dif­fer­ent to the ap­peal of the op­pos­ite sex. I had as­sumed that, like so many fin­an­cial gi­ants, he had no time for dal­li­ance with wo­men—oth­er and deep­er mat­ters, I sup­posed, keep­ing that great brain per­man­ently oc­cu­pied. It was a sur­prise, there­fore, when, passing down Shaft­es­bury Av­en­ue one Wed­nes­day af­ter­noon in June at the hour when mat­inée audi­ences were leav­ing the theatres, I came upon him as­sist­ing a girl in a white dress to mount an om­ni­bus.

			As far as this simple ce­re­mony could be rendered im­press­ive, Ukridge made it so. His man­ner was a blend of court­li­ness and de­vo­tion; and if his mack­in­tosh had been a shade less yel­low and his hat a trifle less dis­rep­ut­able, he would have looked just like Sir Wal­ter Ralegh.

			The bus moved on, Ukridge waved, and I pro­ceeded to make en­quir­ies. I felt that I was an in­ter­ested party. There had been a dis­tinctly “ob­ject-mat­ri­mony” look about the back of his neck, it seemed to me; and the pro­spect of hav­ing to sup­port a Mrs. Ukridge and keep a flock of little Ukridges in socks and shirts per­turbed me.

			“Who was that?” I asked.

			“Oh, hallo, lad­die!” said Ukridge, turn­ing. “Where did you spring from? If you had come a mo­ment earli­er, I’d have in­tro­duced you to Dora.” The bus was lum­ber­ing out of sight in­to Pic­ca­dilly Cir­cus, and the white fig­ure on top turned and gave a fi­nal wave. “That was Dora Ma­son,” said Ukridge, hav­ing flapped a large hand in reply. “She’s my aunt’s sec­ret­ary-com­pan­ion. I used to see a bit of her from time to time when I was liv­ing at Wimble­don. Old Tuppy gave me a couple of seats for that show at the Apollo, so I thought it would be a kindly act to ask her along. I’m sorry for that girl. Sorry for her, old horse.”

			“What’s the mat­ter with her?”

			“Hers is a grey life. She has few pleas­ures. It’s an act of char­ity to give her a little treat now and then. Think of it! Noth­ing to do all day but brush the Pekingese and type out my aunt’s rot­ten nov­els.”

			“Does your aunt write nov­els?”

			“The world’s worst, lad­die, the world’s worst. She’s been steeped to the gills in lit­er­at­ure ever since I can re­mem­ber. They’ve just made her pres­id­ent of the Pen and Ink Club. As a mat­ter of fact, it was her nov­els that did me in when I lived with her. She used to send me to bed with the beastly things and ask me ques­tions about them at break­fast. Ab­so­lutely without ex­ag­ger­a­tion, lad­die, at break­fast. It was a dog’s life, and I’m glad it’s over. Flesh and blood couldn’t stand the strain. Well, know­ing my aunt, I don’t mind telling you that my heart bleeds for poor little Dora. I know what a foul time she has, and I feel a bet­ter, finer man for hav­ing giv­en her this passing gleam of sun­shine. I wish I could have done more for her.”

			“Well, you might have stood her tea after the theatre.”

			“Not with­in the sphere of prac­tic­al polit­ics, lad­die. Un­less you can sneak out without pay­ing, which is dashed dif­fi­cult to do with these cashiers watch­ing the door like weasels, tea even at an A.B.C. shop punches the pock­et­book pretty hard, and at the mo­ment I’m down to the scrap­ings. But I’ll tell you what, I don’t mind join­ing you in a cup, if you were think­ing of it.”

			“I wasn’t.”

			“Come, come! A little more of the good old spir­it of hos­pit­al­ity, old horse.”

			“Why do you wear that beastly mack­in­tosh in mid­sum­mer?”

			“Don’t evade the point, lad­die. I can see at a glance that you need tea. You’re look­ing pale and fagged.”

			“Doc­tors say that tea is bad for the nerves.”

			“Yes, pos­sibly there’s some­thing in that. Then I’ll tell you what,” said Ukridge, nev­er too proud to yield a point, “we’ll make it a whisky-and-soda in­stead. Come along over to the Cri­terion.”

			It was a few days after this that the Derby was run, and a horse of the name of Gunga Din fin­ished third. This did not in­terest the great bulk of the in­tel­li­gent­sia to any marked ex­tent, the an­im­al hav­ing star­ted at a hun­dred to three, but it meant much to me, for I had drawn his name in the sweepstake at my club. After a mono­ton­ous series of blanks stretch­ing back to the first year of my mem­ber­ship, this seemed to me the out­stand­ing event of the cen­tury, and I cel­eb­rated my tri­umph by an in­form­al din­ner to a few friends. It was some small con­sol­a­tion to me later to re­mem­ber that I had wanted to in­clude Ukridge in the party, but failed to get hold of him. Dark hours were to fol­low, but at least Ukridge did not go through them burst­ing with my meat.

			There is no form of spir­itu­al ex­al­ta­tion so poignant as that which comes from win­ning even a third prize in a sweepstake. So tre­mend­ous was the mor­al up­lift that, when el­ev­en o’clock ar­rived, it seemed silly to sit talk­ing in a club and still sil­li­er to go to bed. I sug­ges­ted spa­ciously that we should all go off and dress and re­sume the rev­els at my ex­pense half an hour later at Mario’s, where, it be­ing an ex­ten­sion night, there would be mu­sic and dan­cing till three. We scattered in cabs to our vari­ous homes.

			How sel­dom in this life do we re­ceive any pre­mon­i­tion of im­pend­ing dis­aster. I hummed a gay air as I entered the house in Ebury Street where I lodged, and not even the usu­ally quelling sight of Bowles, my land­lord, in the hall as I came in could quench my bon­homie. Gen­er­ally a meet­ing with Bowles had the ef­fect on me which the in­teri­or of a cathed­ral has on the de­vout, but to­night I was su­per­i­or to this weak­ness.

			“Ah, Bowles,” I cried, chum­mily, only just stop­ping my­self from adding “Hon­est fel­low!” “Hallo, Bowles! I say, Bowles, I drew Gunga Din in the club sweep.”

			“In­deed, sir?”

			“Yes. He came in third, you know.”

			“So I see by the even­ing pa­per, sir. I con­grat­u­late you.”

			“Thank you, Bowles, thank you.”

			“Mr. Ukridge called earli­er in the even­ing, sir,” said Bowles.

			“Did he? Sorry I was out. I was try­ing to get hold of him. Did he want any­thing in par­tic­u­lar?”

			“Your dress-clothes, sir.”

			“My dress-clothes, eh?” I laughed gen­i­ally. “Ex­traordin­ary fel­low! You nev­er know—” A ghastly thought smote me like a blow. A cold wind seemed to blow through the hall. “He didn’t get them, did he?” I quavered.

			“Why, yes, sir.”

			“Got my dress-clothes?” I muttered thickly, clutch­ing for sup­port at the hat­stand.

			“He said it would be all right, sir,” said Bowles, with that sick­en­ing tol­er­ance which he al­ways ex­hib­ited for all that Ukridge said or did. One of the lead­ing mys­ter­ies of my life was my land­lord’s amaz­ing at­ti­tude to­wards this hell­hound. He fawned on the man. A splen­did fel­low like my­self had to go about in a state of hushed rev­er­ence to­wards Bowles, while a hu­man blot like Ukridge could bel­low at him over the ban­is­ters without the slight­est re­buke. It was one of those things which make one laugh cyn­ic­ally when people talk about the equal­ity of man.

			“He got my dress-clothes?” I mumbled.

			“Mr. Ukridge said that he knew you would be glad to let him have them, as you would not be re­quir­ing them to­night.”

			“But I do re­quire them, damn it!” I shouted, lost to all prop­er feel­ing. Nev­er be­fore had I let fall an oath in Bowles’s pres­ence. “I’m giv­ing half a dozen men sup­per at Mario’s in a quarter of an hour.”

			Bowles clicked his tongue sym­path­et­ic­ally.

			“What am I go­ing to do?”

			“Per­haps if you would al­low me to lend you mine, sir?”

			“Yours?”

			“I have a very nice suit. It was giv­en to me by his lord­ship the late Earl of Oxted, in whose em­ploy­ment I was for many years. I fancy it would do very well on you, sir. His lord­ship was about your height, though per­haps a little slen­der­er. Shall I fetch it, sir? I have it in a trunk down­stairs.”

			The ob­lig­a­tions of hos­pit­al­ity are sac­red. In fif­teen minutes’ time six jovi­al men would be as­sem­bling at Mario’s, and what would they do, lack­ing a host? I nod­ded feebly.

			“It’s very kind of you,” I man­aged to say.

			“Not at all, sir. It is a pleas­ure.”

			If he was speak­ing the truth, I was glad of it. It is nice to think that the af­fair brought pleas­ure to someone.

			That the late Earl of Oxted had in­deed been a some­what slen­der­er man than my­self be­came mani­fest to me from the first pulling on of the trousers. Hitherto I had al­ways ad­mired the slim, small-boned type of ar­is­to­crat, but it was not long be­fore I was wish­ing that Bowles had been in the em­ploy­ment of someone who had gone in a little more heart­ily for starchy foods. And I re­gret­ted, moreover, that the fash­ion of wear­ing a vel­vet col­lar on an even­ing coat, if it had to come in at all, had not las­ted a few years longer. Dim as the light in my bed­room was, it was strong enough to make me wince as I looked in the mir­ror.

			And I was aware of a curi­ous odour.

			“Isn’t this room a trifle stuffy, Bowles?”

			“No, sir. I think not.”

			“Don’t you no­tice an odd smell?”

			“No, sir. But I have a some­what heavy cold. If you are ready, sir, I will call a cab.”

			Moth­balls! That was the scent I had de­tec­ted. It swept upon me like a wave in the cab. It ac­com­pan­ied me like a fog all the way to Mario’s, and burst out in its full fra­grance when I entered the place and re­moved my over­coat. The cloak­room waiter sniffed in a startled way as he gave me my check, one or two people stand­ing near hastened to re­move them­selves from my im­me­di­ate neigh­bour­hood, and my friends, when I joined them, ex­pressed them­selves with friend-like cand­our. With a sol­id un­an­im­ity they told me frankly that it was only the fact that I was pay­ing for the sup­per that en­abled them to tol­er­ate my pres­ence.

			The leper-like feel­ing in­duced by this un­char­it­able at­ti­tude caused me after the con­clu­sion of the meal to with­draw to the bal­cony to smoke in solitude. My guests were dan­cing mer­rily, but such pleas­ures were not for me. Be­sides, my vel­vet col­lar had already ex­cited rib­ald com­ment, and I am a sens­it­ive man. Crouched in a lonely corner of the bal­cony, sur­roun­ded by the out­casts who were not al­lowed on the lower floor be­cause they were not dressed, I chewed a ci­gar and watched the rev­els with a jaun­diced eye. The space re­served for dan­cing was crowded and couples either re­volved war­ily or ruth­lessly bumped a pas­sage for them­selves, us­ing their part­ners as bat­ter­ing-rams. Prom­in­ent among the ruth­less bump­ers was a big man who was giv­ing a real­ist­ic im­it­a­tion of a steam-plough. He danced strongly and en­er­get­ic­ally, and when he struck the line, some­thing had to give.

			From the very first some­thing about this man had seemed fa­mil­i­ar; but ow­ing to his pe­cu­li­ar crouch­ing man­ner of dan­cing, which he seemed to have mod­elled on the ring-style of Mr. James J. Jef­fries, it was not im­me­di­ately that I was able to see his face. But presently, as the mu­sic stopped and he straightened him­self to clap his hands for an en­core, his foul fea­tures were re­vealed to me.

			It was Ukridge. Ukridge, con­found him, with my dress-clothes fit­ting him so per­fectly and with such un­wrinkled smooth­ness that he might have stepped straight out of one of Ouida’s nov­els. Un­til that mo­ment I had nev­er fully real­ized the mean­ing of the ex­pres­sion “fault­less even­ing dress.” With a pas­sion­ate cry I leaped from my seat, and, ac­com­pan­ied by a rich smell of cam­phor, bounded for the stairs. Like Ham­let on a less im­press­ive oc­ca­sion, I wanted to slay this man when he was full of bread, with all his crimes, broad-blown, as flush as May, at drink­ing, swear­ing, or about some act that had no rel­ish of sal­va­tion in it.

			“But, lad­die,” said Ukridge, backed in­to a corner of the lobby apart from the throng, “be reas­on­able.”

			I cleansed my bos­om of a good deal of that per­il­ous stuff that weighs upon the heart.

			“How could I guess that you would want the things? Look at it from my po­s­i­tion, old horse. I knew you, lad­die, a good true friend who would be de­lighted to lend a pal his dress-clothes any time when he didn’t need them him­self, and as you wer­en’t there when I called, I couldn’t ask you, so I nat­ur­ally simply bor­rowed them. It was all just one of those little mis­un­der­stand­ings which can’t be helped. And, as it luck­ily turns out, you had a spare suit, so everything was all right, after all.”

			“You don’t think this pois­on­ous fancy dress is mine, do you?”

			“Isn’t it?” said Ukridge, as­ton­ished.

			“It be­longs to Bowles. He lent it to me.”

			“And most ex­traordin­ar­ily well you look in it, lad­die,” said Ukridge. “Upon my Sam, you look like a duke or some­thing.”

			“And smell like a second­hand clothes-store.”

			“Non­sense, my dear old son, non­sense. A mere faint sug­ges­tion of some rather pleas­ant an­ti­sep­tic. Noth­ing more. I like it. It’s in­vig­or­at­ing. Hon­estly, old man, it’s really re­mark­able what an air that suit gives you. Dis­tin­guished. That’s the word I was search­ing for. You look dis­tin­guished. All the girls are say­ing so. When you came in just now to speak to me, I heard one of them whis­per ‘Who is it?’ That shows you.”

			“More likely ‘What is it?’ ”

			“Ha, ha!” bel­lowed Ukridge, seek­ing to ca­jole me with sy­co­phant­ic mirth. “Dashed good! Deuced good! Not ‘Who is it?’ but ‘What is it?’ It beats me how you think of these things. Golly, if I had a brain like yours—But now, old son, if you don’t mind, I really must be get­ting back to poor little Dora. She’ll be won­der­ing what has be­come of me.”

			The sig­ni­fic­ance of these words had the ef­fect of mak­ing me for­get my just wrath for a mo­ment.

			“Are you here with that girl you took to the theatre the oth­er af­ter­noon?”

			“Yes. I happened to win a trifle on the Derby, so I thought it would be the de­cent thing to ask her out for an even­ing’s pleas­ure. Hers is a grey life.”

			“It must be, see­ing you so much.”

			“A little per­son­al, old horse,” said Ukridge re­prov­ingly. “A trifle bit­ter. But I know you don’t mean it. Yours is a heart of gold really. If I’ve said that once, I’ve said it a hun­dred times. Al­ways say­ing it. Rugged ex­ter­i­or but heart of gold. My very words. Well, good­bye for the present, lad­die. I’ll look in to­mor­row and re­turn these things. I’m sorry there was any mis­un­der­stand­ing about them, but it makes up for everything, doesn’t it, to feel that you’ve helped bright­en life for a poor little down­trod­den thing who has few pleas­ures.”

			“Just one last word,” I said. “One fi­nal re­mark.”

			“Yes?”

			“I’m sit­ting in that corner of the bal­cony over there,” I said. “I men­tion the fact so that you can look out for your­self. If you come dan­cing un­der­neath there, I shall drop a plate on you. And if it kills you, so much the bet­ter. I’m a poor down­trod­den little thing, and I have few pleas­ures.”

			Ow­ing to a mawk­ish re­spect for the con­ven­tions, for which I re­proach my­self, I did not ac­tu­ally per­form this ser­vice to hu­man­ity. With the ex­cep­tion of throw­ing a roll at him—which missed him but most for­tu­nately hit the mem­ber of my sup­per-party who had sniffed with the most no­tice­able of­fens­ive­ness at my cam­phor­ated cos­tume—I took no pun­it­ive meas­ures against Ukridge that night. But his de­mean­our, when he called at my rooms next day, could not have been more crushed if I had dropped a pound of lead on him. He strode in­to my sit­ting room with the sombre tread of the man who in a con­flict with Fate has re­ceived the loser’s end. I had been passing in my mind a num­ber of good snappy things to say to him, but his ap­pear­ance touched me to such an ex­tent that I held them in. To ab­use this man would have been like dan­cing on a tomb.

			“For Heav­en’s sake what’s the mat­ter?” I asked. “You look like a toad un­der the har­row.”

			He sat down creak­ingly, and lit one of my ci­gars.

			“Poor little Dora!”

			“What about her?”

			“She’s got the push!”

			“The push? From your aunt’s, do you mean?”

			“Yes.”

			“What for?”

			Ukridge sighed heav­ily.

			“Most un­for­tu­nate busi­ness, old horse, and largely my fault. I thought the whole thing was per­fectly safe. You see, my aunt goes to bed at half-past ten every night, so it seemed to me that if Dora slipped out at el­ev­en and left a win­dow open be­hind her she could sneak back all right when we got home from Mario’s. But what happened? Some dashed of­fi­cious ass,” said Ukridge, with hon­est wrath, “went and locked the damned win­dow. I don’t know who it was. I sus­pect the but­ler. He has a nasty habit of go­ing round the place late at night and shut­ting things. Upon my Sam, it’s a little hard! If only people would leave things alone and not go snoop­ing about—”

			“What happened?”

			“Why, it was the scull­ery win­dow which we’d left open, and when we got back at four o’clock this morn­ing the in­fernal thing was shut as tight as an egg. Things looked pretty rocky, but Dora re­membered that her bed­room win­dow was al­ways open, so we bucked up again for a bit. Her room’s on the second floor, but I knew where there was a lad­der, so I went and got it, and she was just hop­ping up as merry as dam­mit when some­body flashed a great beastly lan­tern on us, and there was a po­lice­man, want­ing to know what the game was. The whole trouble with the po­lice force of Lon­don, lad­die, the thing that makes them a hiss­ing and a by­word, is that they’re snoop­ers to a man. Zeal, I sup­pose they call it. Why they can’t at­tend to their own af­fairs is more than I can un­der­stand. Dozens of murders go­ing on all the time, prob­ably, all over Wimble­don, and all this bloke would do was stand and wiggle his in­fernal lan­tern and ask what the game was. Wouldn’t be sat­is­fied with a plain state­ment that it was all right. In­sisted on rous­ing the house to have us iden­ti­fied.”

			Ukridge paused, a re­min­is­cent look of pain on his ex­press­ive face.

			“And then?” I said.

			“We were,” said Ukridge, briefly.

			“What?”

			“Iden­ti­fied. By my aunt. In a dress­ing-gown and a re­volver. And the long and the short of it is, old man, that poor little Dora has got the sack.”

			I could not find it in my heart to blame his aunt for what he evid­ently con­sidered a high-handed and tyr­an­nic­al out­rage. If I were a maid­en lady of reg­u­lar views, I should re­lieve my­self of the ser­vices of any sec­ret­ary-com­pan­ion who re­turned to roost only a few short hours in ad­vance of the milk. But, as Ukridge plainly de­sired sym­pathy rather than an aus­tere pro­nounce­ment on the re­la­tions of em­ploy­er and em­ployed, I threw him a couple of tuts, which seemed to soothe him a little. He turned to the prac­tic­al side of the mat­ter.

			“What’s to be done?”

			“I don’t see what you can do.”

			“But I must do some­thing. I’ve lost the poor little thing her job, and I must try to get it back. It’s a rot­ten sort of job, but it’s her bread and but­ter. Do you think George Tup­per would biff round and have a chat with my aunt, if I asked him?”

			“I sup­pose he would. He’s the best-hearted man in the world. But I doubt if he’ll be able to do much.”

			“Non­sense, lad­die,” said Ukridge, his un­con­quer­able op­tim­ism rising bravely from the depths. “I have the ut­most con­fid­ence in old Tuppy. A man in a mil­lion. And he’s such a dashed re­spect­able sort of bloke that he might have her jump­ing through hoops and sham­ming dead be­fore she knew what was hap­pen­ing to her. You nev­er know. Yes, I’ll try old Tuppy. I’ll go and see him now.”

			“I should.”

			“Just lend me a trifle for a cab, old son, and I shall be able to get to the For­eign Of­fice be­fore one o’clock. I mean to say, even if noth­ing comes of it, I shall be able to get a lunch out of him. And I need re­fresh­ment, lad­die, need it sorely. The whole busi­ness has shaken me very much.”

			It was three days after this that, stirred by a pleas­ant scent of ba­con and cof­fee, I hur­ried my dress­ing and, pro­ceed­ing to my sit­ting room, found that Ukridge had dropped in to take break­fast with me, as was of­ten his com­pan­ion­able prac­tice. He seemed thor­oughly cheer­ful again, and was ply­ing knife and fork briskly like the good trench­er­man he was.

			“Morn­ing, old horse,” he said agree­ably.

			“Good morn­ing.”

			“Dev­il­ish good ba­con, this. As good as I’ve ever bit­ten. Bowles is cook­ing you some more.”

			“That’s nice. I’ll have a cup of cof­fee, if you don’t mind me mak­ing my­self at home while I’m wait­ing.” I star­ted to open the let­ters by my plate, and be­came aware that my guest was eye­ing me with a stare of in­tense pen­et­ra­tion through his pince-nez, which were all crooked as usu­al. “What’s the mat­ter?”

			“Mat­ter?”

			“Why,” I said, “are you look­ing at me like a fish with lung-trouble?”

			“Was I?” He took a sip of cof­fee with an over­done care­less­ness. “Mat­ter of fact, old son, I was rather in­ter­ested. I see you’ve had a let­ter from my aunt.”

			“What?”

			I had picked up the last en­vel­ope. It was ad­dressed in a strong fe­male hand, strange to me. I now tore it open. It was even as Ukridge had said. Dated the pre­vi­ous day and headed “Heath House, Wimble­don Com­mon,” the let­ter ran as fol­lows:—

			
				“Dear Sir—I shall be happy to see you if you will call at this ad­dress the day after to­mor­row (Fri­day) at four-thirty.—Yours faith­fully, Ju­lia Ukridge.”

			

			I could make noth­ing of this. My morn­ing mail, wheth­er pleas­ant or the re­verse, wheth­er bring­ing a bill from a trades­man or a cheque from an ed­it­or, had had till now the uni­form qual­ity of be­ing plain, straight­for­ward, and easy to un­der­stand; but this com­mu­nic­a­tion baffled me. How Ukridge’s aunt had be­come aware of my ex­ist­ence, and why a call from me should ameli­or­ate her lot, were prob­lems bey­ond my un­rav­el­ling, and I brooded over it as an Egypto­lo­gist might over some newly-dis­covered hiero­glyph­ic.

			“What does she say?” en­quired Ukridge.

			“She wants me to call at half-past four to­mor­row af­ter­noon.”

			“Splen­did!” cried Ukridge. “I knew she would bite.”

			“What on earth are you talk­ing about?”

			Ukridge reached across the table and pat­ted me af­fec­tion­ately on the shoulder. The move­ment in­volved the up­set­ting of a full cup of cof­fee, but I sup­pose he meant well. He sank back again in his chair and ad­jus­ted his pince-nez in or­der to get a bet­ter view of me. I seemed to fill him with hon­est joy, and he sud­denly burst in­to a spir­ited eu­logy, rather like some min­strel of old de­liv­er­ing an ex­tem­pore boost of his chief­tain and em­ploy­er.

			“Lad­die,” said Ukridge, “if there’s one thing about you that I’ve al­ways ad­mired it’s your read­i­ness to help a pal. One of the most ad­mir­able qual­it­ies a bloke can pos­sess, and nobody has it to a great­er ex­tent than you. You’re prac­tic­ally unique in that way. I’ve had men come up to me and ask me about you. ‘What sort of a chap is he?’ they say. ‘One of the very best,’ I reply. ‘A fel­low you can rely on. A man who would die rather than let you down. A bloke who would go through fire and wa­ter to do a pal a good turn. A bird with a heart of gold and a nature as true as steel.’ ”

			“Yes, I’m a splen­did fel­low,” I agreed, slightly per­plexed by this pan­egyr­ic. “Get on.”

			“I am get­ting on, old horse,” said Ukridge with faint re­proach. “What I’m try­ing to say is that I knew you would-be de­lighted to tackle this little job for me. It wasn’t ne­ces­sary to ask you. I knew.”

			A grim fore­bod­ing of an aw­ful doom crept over me, as it had done so of­ten be­fore in my as­so­ci­ation with Ukridge.

			“Will you kindly tell me what damned thing you’ve let me in for now?”

			Ukridge de­prec­ated my warmth with a wave of his fork. He spoke sooth­ingly and with a win­ning per­suas­ive­ness. He prac­tic­ally cooed.

			“It’s noth­ing, lad­die. Prac­tic­ally noth­ing. Just a simple little act of kind­ness which you will thank me for put­ting in your way. It’s like this. As I ought to have fore­seen from the first, that ass Tuppy proved a broken reed. In that mat­ter of Dora, you know. Got no res­ult whatever. He went to see my aunt the day be­fore yes­ter­day, and asked her to take Dora on again, and she gave him the miss-in-balk. I’m not sur­prised. I nev­er had any con­fid­ence in Tuppy. It was a mis­take ever send­ing him. It’s no good try­ing front­al at­tack in a del­ic­ate busi­ness like this. What you need is strategy. You want to think what is the en­emy’s weak side and then at­tack from that angle. Now, what is my aunt’s weak side, lad­die? Her weak side, what is it? Now think. Re­flect, old horse.”

			“From the sound of her voice, the only time I ever got near her, I should say she hadn’t one.”

			“That’s where you make your er­ror, old son. But­ter her up about her beastly nov­els, and a child could eat out of her hand. When Tuppy let me down I just lit a pipe and had a good think. And then sud­denly I got it. I went to a pal of mine, a thor­ough sports­man—you don’t know him. I must in­tro­duce you some day—and he wrote my aunt a let­ter from you, ask­ing if you could come and in­ter­view her for Wo­man’s Sphere. It’s a weekly pa­per, which I hap­pen to know she takes in reg­u­larly. Now, listen, lad­die. Don’t in­ter­rupt for a mo­ment. I want you to get the dev­il­ish shrewd­ness of this. You go and in­ter­view her, and she’s all over you. Tickled to death. Of course, you’ll have to do a good deal of Young Dis­ciple stuff, but you won’t mind that. After you’ve soft-soaped her till she’s purring like a dy­namo, you get up to go. ‘Well,’ you say, ‘this has been the proudest oc­ca­sion of my life, meet­ing one whose work I have so long ad­mired.’ And she says, ‘The pleas­ure is mine, old horse.’ And you slop over each oth­er a bit more. Then you say sort of cas­u­ally, as if it had just oc­curred to you, ‘Oh, by the way, I be­lieve my cous­in—or sis­ter—No, bet­ter make it cous­in—I be­lieve my cous­in, Miss Dora Ma­son, is your sec­ret­ary, isn’t she?’ ‘She isn’t any such dam’ thing,’ replies my aunt. ‘I sacked her three days ago.’ That’s your cue, lad­die. Your face falls, you re­gister con­cern, you’re fright­fully cut up. You start in to ask her to let Dora come back. And you’re such pals by this time that she can re­fuse you noth­ing. And there you are! My dear old son, you can take it from me that if you only keep your head and do the Young Dis­ciple stuff prop­erly the thing can’t fail. It’s an iron­clad scheme. There isn’t a flaw in it.”

			“There is one.”

			“I think you’re wrong. I’ve gone over the thing very care­fully. What is it?”

			“The flaw is that I’m not go­ing any­where near your in­fernal aunt. So you can trot back to your for­ger chum and tell him he’s wasted a good sheet of let­ter pa­per.”

			A pair of pince-nez tinkled in­to a plate. Two pained eyes blinked at me across the table. Stan­ley Feath­er­stone­haugh Ukridge was wounded to the quick.

			“You don’t mean to say you’re back­ing out?” he said, in a low, quiv­er­ing voice.

			“I nev­er was in.”

			“Lad­die,” said Ukridge, weight­ily, rest­ing an el­bow on his last slice of ba­con, “I want to ask you one ques­tion. Just one simple ques­tion. Have you ever let me down? Has there been one oc­ca­sion in our long friend­ship when I have re­lied upon you and been de­ceived? Not one!”

			“Everything’s got to have a be­gin­ning. I’m start­ing now.”

			“But think of her. Dora! Poor little Dora. Think of poor little Dora.”

			“If this busi­ness teaches her to keep away from you, it will be a bless­ing in the end.”

			“But, lad­die—”

			I sup­pose there is some fatal weak­ness in my char­ac­ter, or else the brand of ba­con which Bowles cooked pos­sessed a pe­cu­li­arly mel­low­ing qual­ity. All I know is that, after be­ing adam­ant for a good ten minutes, I fin­ished break­fast com­mit­ted to a task from which my soul re­vol­ted. After all, as Ukridge said, it was rough on the girl. Chiv­alry is chiv­alry. We must strive to lend a help­ing hand as we go through this world of ours, and all that sort of thing. Four o’clock on the fol­low­ing af­ter­noon found me en­ter­ing a cab and giv­ing the driver the ad­dress of Heath House, Wimble­don Com­mon.

			My emo­tions on en­ter­ing Heath House were such as I would have felt had I been keep­ing a tryst with a dent­ist who by some strange freak happened also to be a duke. From the mo­ment when a but­ler of su­per-Bowles dig­nity opened the door and, after re­gard­ing me with ill-con­cealed dis­like, star­ted to con­duct me down a long hall, I was in the grip of both fear and hu­mil­ity. Heath House is one of the stately homes of Wimble­don; how beau­ti­ful they stand, as the poet says: and after the humble drab­ness of Ebury Street it frankly over­awed me. Its key­note was an ex­treme neat­ness which seemed to sneer at my squashy col­lar and re­proach my baggy trouser-leg. The farther I pen­et­rated over the pol­ished floor, the more vividly was it brought home to me that I was one of the sub­merged tenth and could have done with a hair­cut. I had not been aware when I left home that my hair was un­usu­ally long, but now I seemed to be fes­tooned by a mat­ted and of­fens­ive growth. A patch on my left shoe which had had a rather com­fort­able look in Ebury Street stood out like a blot on the land­scape. No, I was not at my ease; and when I re­flec­ted that in a few mo­ments I was to meet Ukridge’s aunt, that le­gendary fig­ure, face to face, a sort of wist­ful ad­mir­a­tion filled me for the beauty of the nature of one who would go through all this to help a girl he had nev­er even met. There was no doubt about it—the facts spoke for them­selves—I was one of the finest fel­lows I had ever known. Nev­er­the­less, there was no get­ting away from it, my trousers did bag at the knee.

			“Mr. Corcor­an,” an­nounced the but­ler, open­ing the draw­ing-room door. He spoke with just that in­ton­a­tion of voice that seemed to dis­claim all re­spons­ib­il­ity. If I had an ap­point­ment, he in­tim­ated, it was his duty, how­ever re­puls­ive, to show me in; but, that done, he dis­so­ci­ated him­self en­tirely from the whole af­fair.

			There were two wo­men and six Pekingese dogs in the room. The Pekes I had met be­fore, dur­ing their brief un­der­gradu­ate days at Ukridge’s dog col­lege, but they did not ap­pear to re­cog­nise me. The oc­ca­sion when they had lunched at my ex­pense seemed to have passed from their minds. One by one they came up, sniffed, and then moved away as if my bou­quet had dis­ap­poin­ted them. They gave the im­pres­sion that they saw eye to eye with the but­ler in his es­tim­ate of the young vis­it­or. I was left to face the two wo­men.

			Of these—read­ing from right to left—one was a tall, an­gu­lar, hawk-faced fe­male with a stony eye. The oth­er, to whom I gave but a passing glance at the mo­ment, was small, and so it seemed to me, pleas­ant-look­ing. She had bright hair faintly powdered with grey, and mild eyes of a china blue. She re­minded me of the bet­ter class of cat. I took her to be some cas­u­al caller who had looked in for a cup of tea. It was the hawk on whom I riv­eted my at­ten­tion. She was look­ing at me with a pier­cing and un­pleas­ant stare, and I thought how ex­actly she re­sembled the pic­ture I had formed of her in my mind from Ukridge’s con­ver­sa­tion.

			“Miss Ukridge?” I said, slid­ing on a rug to­wards her and feel­ing like some novice whose man­ager, against his per­son­al wishes, has fixed him up with a match with the heavy­weight cham­pi­on.

			“I am Miss Ukridge,” said the oth­er wo­man. “Miss Wat­ter­son, Mr. Corcor­an.”

			It was a shock, but, the mo­ment of sur­prise over, I began to feel some­thing ap­proach­ing men­tal com­fort for the first time since I had entered this house of slip­pery rugs and su­per­cili­ous but­lers. Some­how I had got the im­pres­sion from Ukridge that his aunt was a sort of stage aunt, all stiff sat­in and raised eye­brows. This half-por­tion with the mild blue eyes I felt that I could tackle. It passed my com­pre­hen­sion why Ukridge should ever have found her in­tim­id­at­ing.

			“I hope you will not mind if we have our little talk be­fore Miss Wat­ter­son,” she said with a charm­ing smile. “She has come to ar­range the de­tails of the Pen and Ink Club dance which we are giv­ing shortly. She will keep quite quiet and not in­ter­rupt. You don’t mind?”

			“Not at all, not at all,” I said in my at­tract­ive way. It is not ex­ag­ger­at­ing to say that at this mo­ment I felt de­bon­air. “Not at all, not at all. Oh, not at all.”

			“Won’t you sit down?”

			“Thank you, thank you.”

			The hawk moved over to the win­dow, leav­ing us to ourselves.

			“Now we are quite cosy,” said Ukridge’s aunt.

			“Yes, yes,” I agreed. Dash it, I liked this wo­man.

			“Tell me, Mr. Corcor­an,” said Ukridge’s aunt, “are you on the staff of Wo­man’s Sphere? It is one of my fa­vour­ite pa­pers. I read it every week.”

			“The out­side staff.”

			“What do you mean by the out­side staff?”

			“Well, I don’t ac­tu­ally work in the of­fice, but the ed­it­or gives me oc­ca­sion­al jobs.”

			“I see. Who is the ed­it­or now?”

			I began to feel slightly less de­bon­air. She was just mak­ing con­ver­sa­tion, of course, to put me at my ease, but I wished she would stop ask­ing me these ques­tions. I searched des­per­ately in my mind for a name—any name—but as usu­al on these oc­ca­sions every name in the Eng­lish lan­guage had passed from me.

			“Of course. I re­mem­ber now,” said Ukridge’s aunt, to my pro­found re­lief. “It’s Mr. Jevons, isn’t it? I met him one night at din­ner.”

			“Jevons,” I burbled. “That’s right. Jevons.”

			“A tall man with a light mous­tache.”

			“Well, fairly tall,” I said, ju­di­cially.

			“And he sent you here to in­ter­view me?”

			“Yes.”

			“Well, which of my nov­els do you wish me to talk about?”

			I re­laxed with a de­light­ful sense of re­lief. I felt on sol­id ground at last. And then it sud­denly came to me that Ukridge in his wool­len-headed way had omit­ted to men­tion the name of a single one of this wo­man’s books.

			“Er—oh, all of them,” I said hur­riedly.

			“I see. My gen­er­al lit­er­ary work.”

			“Ex­actly,” I said. My feel­ing to­wards her now was one of pos­it­ive af­fec­tion.

			She leaned back in her chair with her fin­ger­tips to­geth­er, a pretty look of med­it­a­tion on her face.

			“Do you think it would in­terest the read­ers of Wo­man’s Sphere to know which nov­el of mine is my own fa­vour­ite?”

			“I am sure it would.”

			“Of course,” said Ukridge’s aunt, “it is not easy for an au­thor to an­swer a ques­tion like that. You see, one has moods in which first one book and then an­oth­er ap­peals to one.”

			“Quite,” I replied. “Quite.”

			“Which of my books do you like best, Mr. Corcor­an?”

			There swept over me the trapped feel­ing one gets in night­mares. From six bas­kets the six Pekingese stared at me un­wink­ingly.

			“Er—oh, all of them,” I heard a croak­ing voice reply. My voice, pre­sum­ably, though I did not re­cog­nise it.

			“How de­light­ful!” said Ukridge’s aunt. “Now, I really do call that de­light­ful. One or two of the crit­ics have said that my work was un­even. It is so nice to meet someone who doesn’t agree with them. Per­son­ally, I think my fa­vour­ite is The Heart of Ad­elaide.”

			I nod­ded my ap­prov­al of this sound choice. The muscles which had humped them­selves stiffly on my back began to crawl back in­to place again. I found it pos­sible to breathe.

			“Yes,” I said, frown­ing thought­fully, “I sup­pose The Heart of Ad­elaide is the best thing you have writ­ten. It has such hu­man ap­peal,” I ad­ded, play­ing it safe.

			“Have you read it, Mr. Corcor­an?”

			“Oh yes.”

			“And you really en­joyed it?”

			“Tre­mend­ously.”

			“You don’t think it is a fair cri­ti­cism to say that it is a little broad in parts?”

			“Most un­fair.” I began to see my way. I do not know why, but I had been as­sum­ing that her nov­els must be the sort you find in sea­side lib­rar­ies. Evid­ently they be­longed to the oth­er class of fe­male nov­els, the sort which lib­rar­ies ban. “Of course,” I said, “it is writ­ten hon­estly, fear­lessly, and shows life as it is. But broad? No, no!”

			“That scene in the con­ser­vat­ory?”

			“Best thing in the book,” I said stoutly.

			A pleased smile played about her mouth. Ukridge had been right. Praise her work, and a child could eat out of her hand. I found my­self wish­ing that I had really read the thing, so that I could have gone in­to more de­tail and made her still hap­pi­er.

			“I’m so glad you like it,” she said. “Really, it is most en­cour­aging.”

			“Oh, no,” I mur­mured mod­estly.

			“Oh, but it is. Be­cause I have only just star­ted to write it, you see. I fin­ished chapter one this morn­ing.”

			She was still smil­ing so en­ga­gingly that for a mo­ment the full hor­ror of these words did not pen­et­rate my con­scious­ness.

			“The Heart of Ad­elaide is my next nov­el. The scene in the con­ser­vat­ory, which you like so much, comes to­wards the middle of it. I was not ex­pect­ing to reach it till about the end of next month. How odd that you should know all about it!”

			I had got it now all right, and it was like sit­ting down on the empty space where there should have been a chair. Some­how the fact that she was so pleas­ant about it all served to deep­en my dis­com­fit­ure. In the course of an act­ive life I have fre­quently felt a fool, but nev­er such a fool as I felt then. The fear­ful wo­man had been play­ing with me, lead­ing me on, watch­ing me en­tangle my­self like a fly on flypa­per. And sud­denly I per­ceived that I had erred in think­ing of her eyes as mild. A hard gleam had come in­to them. They were like a couple of blue gim­lets. She looked like a cat that had caught a mouse, and it was re­vealed to me in one sick­en­ing age-long in­stant why Ukridge went in fear of her. There was that about her which would have in­tim­id­ated the Sheik.

			“It seems so odd, too,” she tinkled on, “that you should have come to in­ter­view me for Wo­man’s Sphere. Be­cause they pub­lished an in­ter­view with me only the week be­fore last. I thought it so strange that I rang up my friend Miss Wat­ter­son, who is the edit­ress, and asked her if there had not been some mis­take. And she said she had nev­er heard of you. Have you ever heard of Mr. Corcor­an, Mur­i­el?”

			“Nev­er,” said the hawk, fix­ing me with a re­vol­ted eye.

			“How strange!” said Ukridge’s aunt. “But then the whole thing is so strange. Oh, must you go, Mr. Corcor­an?”

			My mind was in a slightly chaot­ic con­di­tion, but on that one point it was crys­tal-clear. Yes, I must go. Through the door if I could find it—fail­ing that, through the win­dow. And any­body who tried to stop me would do well to have a care.

			“You will re­mem­ber me to Mr. Jevons when you see him, won’t you?” said Ukridge’s aunt.

			I was fum­bling at the handle.

			“And, Mr. Corcor­an.” She was still smil­ing ami­ably, but there had come in­to her voice a note like that which it had had on a cer­tain mem­or­able oc­ca­sion when sum­mon­ing Ukridge to his doom from the un­seen in­teri­or of his Sheep’s Cray Cot­tage. “Will you please tell my neph­ew Stan­ley that I should be glad if he would send no more of his friends to see me. Good af­ter­noon.”

			I sup­pose that at some point in the pro­ceed­ings my host­ess must have rung a bell, for out in the pas­sage I found my old chum, the but­ler. With the un­canny tele­pathy of his spe­cies he ap­peared aware that I was leav­ing un­der what might be called a cloud, for his man­ner had taken on a ward­er-like grim­ness. His hand looked as if it was itch­ing to grasp me by the shoulder, and when we reached the front door he eyed the pave­ment wist­fully, as if think­ing what splen­did spot it would be for me to hit with a thud.

			“Nice day,” I said, with the fe­ver­ish in­stinct to babble which comes to strong men in their agony.

			He scorned to reply, and as I tottered down the sun­lit street I was con­scious of his gaze fol­low­ing me.

			“A very vi­cious spe­ci­men,” I could fancy him say­ing. “And mainly due to my prudence and foresight that he hasn’t got away with the spoons.”

			It was a warm af­ter­noon, but to such an ex­tent had the re­cent hap­pen­ings churned up my emo­tions that I walked the whole way back to Ebury Street with a rapid­ity which caused more lan­guid ped­es­tri­ans to re­gard me with a pity­ing con­tempt. Reach­ing my sit­ting room in an ad­vanced state of sol­u­bil­ity and fa­tigue, I found Ukridge stretched upon the sofa.

			“Hallo, lad­die!” said Ukridge, reach­ing out a hand for the cool­ing drink that lay on the floor be­side him. “I was won­der­ing when you would show up. I wanted to tell you that it won’t be ne­ces­sary for you to go and see my aunt after all. It ap­pears that Dora has a hun­dred quid tucked away in a bank, and she’s been offered a part­ner­ship by a wo­man she knows who runs one of these type­writ­ing places. I ad­vised her to close with it. So she’s all right.”

			He quaffed deeply of the bowl and breathed a con­ten­ted sigh. There was a si­lence.

			“When did you hear of this?” I asked at length.

			“Yes­ter­day af­ter­noon,” said Ukridge. “I meant to pop round and tell you, but some­how it slipped my mind.”

		
	
		
			The Return of Battling Billson

			It was a most em­bar­rass­ing mo­ment, one of those mo­ments which plant lines on the face and turn the hair a dis­tin­guished grey at the temples. I looked at the bar­man. The bar­man looked at me. The as­sembled com­pany looked at us both im­par­tially.

			“Ho!” said the bar­man.

			I am very quick. I could see at once that he was not in sym­pathy with me. He was a large, pro­fuse man, and his eye as it met mine con­veyed the im­pres­sion that he re­garded me as a bad dream come true. His mo­bile lips curved slightly, show­ing a gold tooth; and the muscles of his brawny arms, which were strong as iron bands, twitched a little.

			“Ho!” he said.

			The cir­cum­stances which had brought me in­to my present pain­ful po­s­i­tion were as fol­lows. In writ­ing those stor­ies for the pop­u­lar magazines which at that time were caus­ing so many ed­it­ors so much re­gret, I was ac­cus­tomed, like one of my broth­er-au­thors, to take all man­kind for my province. Thus, one day I would be deal­ing with dukes in their castles, the next I would turn right round and start tack­ling the sub­merged tenth in their slums. Ver­sat­ile. At the mo­ment I happened to be en­gaged upon a rather poignant little thing about a girl called Liz, who worked in a fried-fish shop in the Ratcliff High­way, and I had ac­cord­ingly gone down there to col­lect loc­al col­our. For whatever Pos­ter­ity may say of James Corcor­an, it can nev­er say that he shrank from in­con­veni­ence where his Art was con­cerned.

			The Ratcliff High­way is an in­ter­est­ing thor­ough­fare, but on a warm day it breeds thirst. After wan­der­ing about for an hour or so, there­fore, I entered the Prince of Wales pub­lic house, called for a pint of beer, drained it at a draught, reached in my pock­et for coin, and found empti­ness. I was in a po­s­i­tion to add to my notes on the East End of Lon­don one to the ef­fect that pock­et-pick­ery flour­ishes there as a fine art.

			“I’m aw­fully sorry,” I said, smil­ing an apo­lo­get­ic smile and en­deav­our­ing to put a de­bon­air win­some­ness in­to my voice. “I find I’ve got no money.”

			It was at this point that the bar­man said “Ho!” and moved out in­to the open through a trick door in the counter.

			“I think my pock­et must have been picked,” I said.

			“Oh, do you?” said the bar­man.

			He gave me the idea of be­ing rather a soured man. Years of as­so­ci­ation with un­scru­pu­lous cit­izens who tried to get drinks for noth­ing had robbed him of that fine fresh young en­thu­si­asm with which he had star­ted out on his ca­reer of bar­man­ship.

			“I had bet­ter leave my name and ad­dress,” I sug­ges­ted.

			“Who,” en­quired the bar­man, coldly, “wants your blink­ing name and ad­dress?”

			These prac­tic­al men go straight to the heart of a thing. He had put his fin­ger on the very hub of the mat­ter. Who did want my blink­ing name and ad­dress? No one.

			“I will send—” I was pro­ceed­ing, when things began to hap­pen sud­denly. An ob­vi­ously ex­pert hand gripped me by the back of the neck, an­oth­er closed upon the seat of my trousers, there was a rush of air, and I was rolling across the pave­ment in the dir­ec­tion of a wet and un­sa­voury gut­ter. The bar­man, gi­gant­ic against the dirty white front of the pub­lic house, sur­veyed me grimly.

			I think that, if he had con­fined him­self to mere looks—how­ever of­fens­ive—I would have gone no farther in­to the mat­ter. After all, the man had right on his side. How could he be ex­pec­ted to see in­to my soul and note its snowy pur­ity? But, as I picked my­self up, he could not res­ist the tempta­tion to im­prove the oc­ca­sion.

			“That’s what comes of try­in’ to snitch drinks,” he said, with what seemed to me in­suf­fer­able prig­gish­ness.

			Those harsh words stung me to the quick. I burned with gen­er­ous wrath. I flung my­self on that bar­man. The fu­til­ity of at­tack­ing such a Co­los­sus nev­er oc­curred to me. I for­got en­tirely that he could put me out of ac­tion with one hand.

			A mo­ment later, how­ever, he had re­minded me of this fact. Even as I made my on­slaught an enorm­ous fist came from nowhere and crashed in­to the side of my head. I sat down again.

			“ ’Ullo!”

			I was aware, dimly, that someone was speak­ing to me, someone who was not the bar­man. That ath­lete had already dis­missed me as a spent force and re­turned to his pro­fes­sion­al du­ties. I looked up and got a sort of gen­er­al im­pres­sion of big­ness and blue serge, and then I was lif­ted lightly to my feet.

			My head had be­gun to clear now, and I was able to look more stead­ily at my sym­path­iser. And, as I looked, the feel­ing came to me that I had seen him be­fore some­where. That red hair, those glint­ing eyes, that im­press­ive bulk—it was my old friend Wil­ber­force Bill­son and no oth­er—Bat­tling Bill­son, the com­ing cham­pi­on, whom I had last seen fight­ing at Won­der­land un­der the per­son­al man­age­ment of Stan­ley Feath­er­stone­haugh Ukridge.

			“Did ’e ’it yer?” en­quired Mr. Bill­son.

			There was only one an­swer to this. Dis­ordered though my fac­ulties were, I was clear upon this point. I said, “Yes, he did hit me.”

			“ ’R!” said Mr. Bill­son, and im­me­di­ately passed in­to the hostelry.

			It was not at once that I un­der­stood the sig­ni­fic­ance of this move. The in­ter­pret­a­tion I placed upon his ab­rupt de­par­ture was that, hav­ing wear­ied of my so­ci­ety, he had de­cided to go and have some re­fresh­ment. Only when the sound of raised voices from with­in came pour­ing through the door did I be­gin to sus­pect that in at­trib­ut­ing to it such cal­lous­ness I might have wronged that golden nature. With the sud­den re­appear­ance of the bar­man—who shot out as if im­pelled by some im­per­i­ous force and did a sort of back­wards fox­trot across the pave­ment—sus­pi­cion be­came cer­tainty.

			The bar­man, as be­comes a man ply­ing his trade in the Ratcliff High­way, was made of stern stuff. He was no pol­troon. As soon as he had man­aged to stop him­self from pi­rou­et­ting, he dabbed at his right cheekbone in a del­ic­ate man­ner, so­li­lo­quised for a mo­ment, and then dashed back in­to the bar. And it was after the door had swung to again be­hind him that the pro­ceed­ings may have been said form­ally to have be­gun.

			What pre­cisely was go­ing on in­side that bar I was still too en­feebled to go and see. It soun­ded like an earth­quake, and no mea­gre earth­quake at that. All the glass­ware in the world seemed to be smash­ing sim­ul­tan­eously, the pop­u­la­tions of sev­er­al cit­ies were shout­ing in uni­son, and I could al­most fancy that I saw the walls of the build­ing shake and heave. And then some­body blew a po­lice-whistle.

			There is a ma­gic about the sound of a po­lice-whistle. It acts like oil on the most troubled wa­ters. This one brought about an in­stant lull in the tu­mult. Glasses ceased to break, voices were hushed, and a mo­ment later out came Mr. Bill­son, stand­ing not upon the or­der of his go­ing. His nose was bleed­ing a little and there was the scen­ario of a black eye form­ing on his face, but oth­er­wise there seemed noth­ing much the mat­ter with him. He cast a wary look up and down the street and sprin­ted for the nearest corner. And I, shak­ing off the dreamy af­teref­fects of my en­counter with the bar­man, sprin­ted in his wake. I was glow­ing with grat­it­ude and ad­mir­a­tion. I wanted to catch this man up and thank him form­ally. I wanted to as­sure him of my un­dy­ing es­teem. Moreover, I wanted to bor­row six­pence from him. The real­isa­tion that he was the only man in the whole wide East End of Lon­don who was likely to lend me the money to save me hav­ing to walk back to Ebury Street gave me a rare burst of speed.

			It was not easy to over­take him, for the sound of my pur­su­ing feet evid­ently sug­ges­ted to Mr. Bill­son that the hunt was up, and he made good go­ing. Even­tu­ally, how­ever, when in ad­di­tion to run­ning I began to emit a plaint­ive “Mr. Bill­son! I say, Mr. Bill­son!” at every second stride, he seemed to gath­er that he was among friends.

			“Oh, it’s you, is it?” he said, halt­ing.

			He was plainly re­lieved. He pro­duced a murky pipe and lit it. I de­livered my speech of thanks. Hav­ing heard me out, he re­moved his pipe and put in­to a few short words the mor­al of the whole af­fair.

			“Nobody don’t dot no pals of mine not when I’m around,” said Mr. Bill­son.

			“It was aw­fully good of you to trouble,” I said with feel­ing.

			“No trouble,” said Mr. Bill­son.

			“You must have hit that bar­man pretty hard. He came out at about forty miles an hour.”

			“I dot­ted him,” agreed Mr. Bill­son.

			“I’m afraid he has hurt your eye,” I said, sym­path­et­ic­ally.

			“Him!” said Mr. Bill­son, ex­pect­or­at­ing with scorn. “That wasn’t him. That was his pals. Six or sev­en of ’em there was.”

			“And did you dot them too?” I cried, amazed at the prowess of this won­der-man.

			“ ’R!” said Mr. Bill­son. He smoked awhile. “But I dot­ted ’im most,” he pro­ceeded. He looked at me with hon­est warmth, his chiv­al­rous heart plainly stirred to its depths. “The idea,” he said, dis­gustedly, “of a ——— ——— ’is size”—he defined the bar­man crisply and, as far as I could judge after so brief an ac­quaint­ance­ship, ac­cur­ately—“goin’ and dottin’ a little ——— ——— like you!”

			The sen­ti­ment was so ad­mir­able that I could not take ex­cep­tion to its phras­eo­logy. Nor did I rebel at be­ing called “little.” To a man of Mr. Bill­son’s mould I sup­posed most people looked little.

			“Well, I’m very much ob­liged,” I said.

			Mr. Bill­son smoked in si­lence.

			“Have you been back long?” I asked, for some­thing to say. Out­stand­ing as were his oth­er mer­its, he was not good at keep­ing a con­ver­sa­tion alive.

			“Back?” said Mr. Bill­son.

			“Back in Lon­don. Ukridge told me that you had gone to sea again.”

			“Say, mis­ter,” ex­claimed Mr. Bill­son, for the first time seem­ing to show real in­terest in my re­marks, “you seen ’im lately?”

			“Ukridge? Oh, yes, I see him nearly every day.”

			“I been try­in’ to find ’im.”

			“I can give you his ad­dress,” I said. And I wrote it down on the back of an en­vel­ope. Then, hav­ing shaken his hand, I thanked him once more for his cour­teous as­sist­ance and bor­rowed my fare back to Civil­isa­tion on the Un­der­ground, and we par­ted with mu­tu­al ex­pres­sions of good will.

			The next step in the march of events was what I shall call the Epis­ode of the In­ex­plic­able Fe­male. It oc­curred two days later. Re­turn­ing shortly after lunch to my rooms in Ebury Street, I was met in the hall by Mrs. Bowles, my land­lord’s wife. I greeted her a trifle nervously, for, like her hus­band, she al­ways ex­er­cised a rather op­press­ive ef­fect on me. She lacked Bowles’s am­bas­sad­ori­al dig­nity, but made up for it by a man­ner so pe­cu­li­arly sepulchral that strong men quailed be­fore her pale gaze. Scotch by birth, she had an eye that looked as if it was forever search­ing for as­tral bod­ies wrapped in wind­ing-sheets—this, I be­lieve, be­ing a fa­vour­ite in­door sport among cer­tain sets in North Bri­tain.

			“Sir,” said Mrs. Bowles, “there is a body in your sit­ting room.”

			“A body!” I am bound to say that this Phil­lips-Op­pen­heim-like open­ing to the con­ver­sa­tion gave me some­thing of a shock. Then I re­membered her na­tion­al­ity. “Oh, you mean a man?”

			“A wo­man,” cor­rec­ted Mrs. Bowles. “A body in a pink hat.”

			I was con­scious of a feel­ing of guilt. In this pure and mod­est house, fe­male bod­ies in pink hats seemed to re­quire ex­plan­a­tion. I felt that the cor­rect thing to do would have been to call upon Heav­en to wit­ness that this wo­man was noth­ing to me, noth­ing.

			“I was to give you this let­ter, sir.”

			I took it and opened the en­vel­ope with a sigh. I had re­cog­nised the hand­writ­ing of Ukridge, and for the hun­dredth time in our close ac­quaint­ance­ship there smote me like a blow the sad sus­pi­cion that this man had once more gone and wished upon me some fright­ful thing.

			
				“My dear old Horse—

				“It’s not of­ten I ask you to do any­thing for me …

			

			I laughed hol­lowly.

			
				“My dear old Horse—

				“It’s not of­ten I ask you to do any­thing for me, lad­die, but I beg and im­plore you to rally round now and show your­self the true friend I know you are. The one thing I’ve al­ways said about you, Corky my boy, is that you’re a real pal who nev­er lets a fel­low down.

				“The bear­er of this—a de­light­ful wo­man, you’ll like her—is Flos­sie’s moth­er. She’s up for the day by ex­cur­sion from the North, and it is ab­so­lutely vi­tal that she be lushed up and seen off at Eu­ston at six-forty-five. I can’t look after her my­self, as un­for­tu­nately I’m laid up with a sprained ankle. Oth­er­wise I wouldn’t trouble you.

				“This is a life and death mat­ter, old man, and I’m re­ly­ing on you. I can’t pos­sibly tell you how im­port­ant it is that this old bird should be suit­ably en­ter­tained. The gravest is­sues hang on it. So shove on your hat and go to it, lad­die, and bless­ings will re­ward you. Tell you all the de­tails when we meet.

				
					“Yours ever,

					“S. F. Ukridge.

					“P.S.—I will de­fray all ex­penses later.”

				
			

			Those last words did wring a faint, mel­an­choly smile from me, but apart from them this hideous doc­u­ment seemed to me to be en­tirely free from com­ic re­lief. I looked at my watch and found that it was barely two-thirty. This fe­male, there­fore, was on my hands for a sol­id four hours and a quarter. I breathed mal­edic­tions—fu­tile, of course, for it was a pe­cu­li­ar char­ac­ter­ist­ic of the de­mon Ukridge on these oc­ca­sions that, un­less one were strong-minded enough to dis­reg­ard his fren­zied plead­ings al­to­geth­er (a thing which was nearly al­ways bey­ond me), he gave one no chance of es­cape. He sprang his foul schemes on one at the very last mo­ment, leav­ing no op­por­tun­ity for a grace­ful re­fus­al.

			I pro­ceeded slowly up the stairs to my sit­ting room. It would have been a dis­tinct ad­vant­age, I felt, if I had known who on earth this Flos­sie was of whom he wrote with such airy fa­mili­ar­ity. The name, though Ukridge plainly ex­pec­ted it to touch a chord in me, left me en­tirely un­re­spons­ive. As far as I was aware, there was no Flos­sie of any de­scrip­tion in my life. I thought back through the years. Long-for­got­ten Janes and Kates and Mur­i­els and Eliza­beths rose from the murky depths of my memory as I stirred it, but no Flos­sie. It oc­curred to me as I opened the door that, if Ukridge was ex­pect­ing pleas­ant re­min­is­cences of Flos­sie to form a tender bond between me and her moth­er, he was build­ing on sandy soil.

			The first im­pres­sion I got on en­ter­ing the room was that Mrs. Bowles pos­sessed the true re­port­er’s gift for pick­ing out the de­tail that really mattered. One could have said many things about Flos­sie’s moth­er, as, for in­stance, that she was stout, cheer­ful, and far more tightly laced than a doc­tor would have con­sidered ju­di­cious; but what stood out above all the oth­ers was the fact that she was wear­ing a pink hat. It was the largest, gay­est, most ex­uber­antly or­nate spe­ci­men of head­wear that I had ever seen, and the pro­spect of spend­ing four hours and a quarter in its so­ci­ety ad­ded the last touch to my already poignant gloom. The only gleam of sun­shine that lightened my dark­ness was the re­flec­tion that, if we went to a pic­ture-palace, she would have to re­move it.

			“Er—how do you do?” I said, paus­ing in the door­way.

			“ ’Ow do you do?” said a voice from un­der the hat. “Say ‘ ’Ow-do-you-do?’ to the gen­tle­man, Cecil.”

			I per­ceived a small, shiny boy by the win­dow. Ukridge, real­ising with the true artist’s in­stinct that the secret of all suc­cess­ful prose is the know­ledge of what to omit, had not men­tioned him in his let­ter; and, as he turned re­luct­antly to go through the ne­ces­sary ci­vil­it­ies, it seemed to me that the bur­den was more than I could bear. He was a rat-faced, sin­is­ter-look­ing boy, and he gazed at me with a fri­gid dis­taste which re­minded me of the bar­man at the Prince of Wales pub­lic house in Ratcliff High­way.

			“I brought Cecil along,” said Flos­sie’s (and pre­sum­ably Cecil’s) moth­er, after the strip­ling, hav­ing growled a cau­tious greet­ing, ob­vi­ously with the men­tal re­ser­va­tion that it com­mit­ted him to noth­ing, had re­turned to the win­dow, “be­cause I thought it would be nice for ’im to say he had seen Lon­don.”

			“Quite, quite,” I replied, while Cecil, at the win­dow, gazed darkly out at Lon­don as if he did not think much of it.

			“Mr. Ukridge said you would trot us round.”

			“De­lighted, de­lighted,” I quavered, look­ing at the hat and look­ing swiftly away again. “I think we had bet­ter go to a pic­ture-palace, don’t you?”

			“Naw!” said Cecil. And there was that in his man­ner which sug­ges­ted that when he said “Naw!” it was fi­nal.

			“Cecil wants to see the sights,” ex­plained his moth­er. “We can see all the pic­tures back at home. ’E’s been look­in’ for­ward to seein’ the sights of Lon­don. It’ll be an edu­ca­tion for ’im, like, to see all the sights.”

			“West­min­ster Ab­bey?” I sug­ges­ted. After all, what could be bet­ter for the lad’s grow­ing mind than to in­spect the me­mori­als of the great past and, if dis­posed, pick out a suit­able site for his own buri­al at some later date? Also, I had a fleet­ing no­tion, which a mo­ment’s re­flec­tion ex­ploded be­fore it could bring me much com­fort, that wo­men re­moved their hats in West­min­ster Ab­bey.

			“Naw!” said Cecil.

			“ ’E wants to see the murders,” ex­plained Flos­sie’s moth­er.

			She spoke as if it were the most reas­on­able of boy­ish de­sires, but it soun­ded to me im­prac­tic­able. Hom­icides do not pub­lish form­al pro­grammes of their in­ten­ded activ­it­ies. I had no no­tion what murders were sched­uled for today.

			“ ’E al­ways reads up all the murders in the Sunday pa­per,” went on the par­ent, throw­ing light on the mat­ter.

			“Oh, I un­der­stand,” I said. “Then Ma­dame Tus­saud’s is the spot he wants. They’ve got all the mur­der­ers.”

			“Naw!” said Cecil.

			“It’s the places ’e wants to see,” said Flos­sie’s moth­er, ami­ably tol­er­ant of my dens­ity. “The places where all them murders was com­mit­ted. ’E’s clipped out the ad­dresses and ’e wants to be able to tell ’is friends when he gets back that ’e’s seen ’em.”

			A pro­found re­lief surged over me.

			“Why, we can do the whole thing in a cab,” I cried. “We can stay in a cab from start to fin­ish. No need to leave the cab at all.”

			“Or a bus?”

			“Not a bus,” I said firmly. I was quite de­cided on a cab—one with blinds that would pull down, if pos­sible.

			“ ’Ave it your own way,” said Flos­sie’s moth­er, agree­ably. “Speak­ing as far as I’m per­son­ally con­cerned, I’m shaw there’s noth­ing I would rather prefer than a nice ride in a keb. Jear what the gen­tle­man says, Cecil? You’re goin’ to ride in a keb.”

			“Urgh!” said Cecil, as if he would be­lieve it when he saw it. A scep­tic­al boy.

			It was not an af­ter­noon to which I look back as among the hap­pi­est I have spent. For one thing, the ex­ped­i­tion far ex­ceeded my hasty es­tim­ates in the mat­ter of ex­pense. Why it should be so I can­not say, but all the best murders ap­pear to take place in re­mote spots like Stepney and Can­ning Town, and cab fares to these places run in­to money. Then, again, Cecil’s was not one of those per­son­al­it­ies which be­come more at­tract­ive with fa­mili­ar­ity. I should say at a ven­ture that those who liked him best were those who saw the least of him. And, fi­nally, there was a mono­tony about the en­tire pro­ceed­ings which soon began to af­flict my nerves. The cab would draw up out­side some moul­der­ing house in some des­ol­ate street miles from civil­isa­tion, Cecil would thrust his un­pleas­ant head out of the win­dow and drink the place in for a few mo­ments of si­lent ec­stasy, and then he would de­liv­er his lec­ture. He had evid­ently read well and thought­fully. He had all the in­form­a­tion.

			“The Can­ning Town ’Or­ror,” he would an­nounce.

			“Yes, dear­ie?” His moth­er cast a fond glance at him and a proud one at me. “In this very ’ouse, was it?”

			“In this very ’ouse,” said Cecil, with the gloomy im­port­ance of a con­firmed bore about to hold forth on his fa­vour­ite sub­ject. “Jimes Pot­ter ’is nime was. ’E was found at sev­en in the morn­ing un­der­neaf the kit­chen sink wiv ’is froat cut from ear to ear. It was the land­lady’s broth­er done it. They ’anged ’im at Penton­ville.”

			Some more data from the child’s in­ex­haust­ible store, and then on to the next his­tor­ic site.

			“The Bing Street ’Or­ror!”

			“In this very ’ouse, dear­ie?”

			“In this very ’ouse. Body was found in the cel­lar in an ad­vanced stige of dee-cawm-po-si­tion wiv its ’ead bashed in, pre­zoom­ably by some blunt in­stru­ment.”

			At six-forty-six, ig­nor­ing the pink hat which pro­truded from the win­dow of a third-class com­part­ment and the stout hand that waved a rol­lick­ing farewell, I turned from the train with a pale, set face, and, passing down the plat­form of Eu­ston Sta­tion, told a cab­man to take me with all speed to Ukridge’s lodgings in Ar­undel Street, Leicester Square. There had nev­er, so far as I knew, been a murder in Ar­undel Street, but I was strongly of opin­ion that that time was ripe. Cecil’s so­ci­ety and con­ver­sa­tion had done much to neut­ral­ise the ef­fects of a gentle up­bring­ing, and I toyed al­most lux­uri­ously with the thought of sup­ply­ing him with an Ar­undel Street Hor­ror for his next vis­it to the Met­ro­pol­is.

			“Aha, lad­die,” said Ukridge, as I entered. “Come in, old horse. Glad to see you. Been won­der­ing when you would turn up.”

			He was in bed, but that did not re­move the sus­pi­cion which had been grow­ing in me all the af­ter­noon that he was a low ma­linger­er. I re­fused to be­lieve for a mo­ment in that sprained ankle of his. My view was that he had had the ad­vant­age of a first look at Flos­sie’s moth­er and her en­ga­ging child and had shrewdly passed them on to me.

			“I’ve been read­ing your book, old man,” said Ukridge, break­ing a preg­nant si­lence with an over­done care­less­ness. He bran­dished win­ningly the only nov­el I had ever writ­ten, and I can of­fer no bet­ter proof of the black hos­til­ity of my soul than the state­ment that even this did not soften me. “It’s im­mense, lad­die. No oth­er word for it. Im­mense. Damme, I’ve been cry­ing like a child.”

			“It is sup­posed to be a hu­mor­ous nov­el,” I poin­ted out, coldly.

			“Cry­ing with laughter,” ex­plained Ukridge, hur­riedly.

			I eyed him with loath­ing.

			“Where do you keep your blunt in­stru­ments?” I asked.

			“My what?”

			“Your blunt in­stru­ment. I want a blunt in­stru­ment. Give me a blunt in­stru­ment. My God! Don’t tell me you have no blunt in­stru­ment.”

			“Only a safety-razor.”

			I sat down wear­ily on the bed.

			“Hi! Mind my ankle!”

			“Your ankle!” I laughed a hideous laugh, the sort of laugh the land­lady’s broth­er might have emit­ted be­fore be­gin­ning op­er­a­tions on James Pot­ter. “A lot there is the mat­ter with your ankle.”

			“Sprained it yes­ter­day, old man. Noth­ing ser­i­ous,” said Ukridge, re­as­sur­ingly. “Just enough to lay me up for a couple of days.”

			“Yes, till that ghastly fe­male and her blighted boy had got well away.”

			Pained as­ton­ish­ment was writ­ten all over Ukridge’s face.

			“You don’t mean to say you didn’t like her? Why, I thought you two would be all over each oth­er.”

			“And I sup­pose you thought that Cecil and I would be twin souls?”

			“Cecil?” said Ukridge, doubt­fully. “Well, to tell you the truth, old man, I’m not say­ing that Cecil doesn’t take a bit of know­ing. He’s the sort of boy you have to be pa­tient with and bring out, if you un­der­stand what I mean. I think he grows on you.”

			“If he ever tries to grow on me, I’ll have him am­pu­tated.”

			“Well, put­ting all that on one side,” said Ukridge, “how did things go off?”

			I de­scribed the af­ter­noon’s activ­it­ies in a few tense words.

			“Well, I’m sorry, old horse,” said Ukridge, when I had fin­ished. “I can’t say more than that, can I? I’m sorry. I give you my sol­emn word I didn’t know what I was let­ting you in for. But it was a life and death mat­ter. There was no oth­er way out. Flos­sie in­sisted on it. Wouldn’t budge an inch.”

			In my an­guish I had for­got­ten all about the im­pen­et­rable mys­tery of Flos­sie.

			“Who the dev­il is Flos­sie?” I asked.

			“What! Flos­sie? You don’t know who Flos­sie is? My dear old man, col­lect your­self. You must re­mem­ber Flos­sie. The bar­maid at the Crown in Ken­ning­ton. The girl Bat­tling Bill­son is en­gaged to. Surely you haven’t for­got­ten Flos­sie? Why, she was say­ing only yes­ter­day that you had nice eyes.”

			Memory awoke. I felt ashamed that I could ever have for­got­ten a girl so bound­ing and spec­tac­u­lar.

			“Of course! The blister you brought with you that night George Tup­per gave us din­ner at the Re­gent Grill. By the way, has George ever for­giv­en you for that?”

			“There is still a little cold­ness,” ad­mit­ted Ukridge, rue­fully. “I’m bound to say old Tuppy seems to be let­ting the thing rankle a bit. The fact of the mat­ter is, old horse, Tuppy has his lim­it­a­tions. He isn’t a real friend like you. De­light­ful fel­low, but lacks vis­ion. Can’t un­der­stand that there are cer­tain oc­ca­sions when it is simply im­per­at­ive that a man’s pals rally round him. Now you—”

			“Well, I’ll tell you one thing. I am hop­ing that what I went through this af­ter­noon really was for some good cause. I should be sorry, now that I am in a cool­er frame of mind, to have to strangle you where you lie. Would you mind telling me ex­actly what was the idea be­hind all this?”

			“It’s like this, lad­die. Good old Bill­son blew in to see me the oth­er day.”

			“I met him down in the East End and he asked for your ad­dress.”

			“Yes, he told me.”

			“What’s go­ing on? Are you still man­aging him?”

			“Yes. That’s what he wanted to see me about. Ap­par­ently the con­tract has an­oth­er year to run and he can’t fix up any­thing without my OK. And he’s just had an of­fer to fight a bloke called Alf Todd at the Uni­ver­sal.”

			“That’s a step up from Won­der­land,” I said, for I had a sol­id re­spect for this Mecca of the box­ing world. “How much is he get­ting this time?”

			“Two hun­dred quid.”

			“Two hun­dred quid! But that’s a lot for prac­tic­ally an un­known man.”

			“Un­known man?” said Ukridge, hurt. “What do you mean, un­known man? If you ask my opin­ion, I should say the whole pu­gil­ist­ic world is seeth­ing with ex­cite­ment about old Bill­son. Lit­er­ally seeth­ing. Didn’t he slosh the mid­dle­weight cham­pi­on?”

			“Yes, in a rough-and-tumble in a back al­ley. And nobody saw him do it.”

			“Well, these things get about.”

			“But two hun­dred pounds!”

			“A fle­abite, lad­die, a fle­abite. You can take it from me that we shall be ask­ing a lot more than a measly couple of hun­dred for our ser­vices pretty soon. Thou­sands, thou­sands! Still, I’m not say­ing it won’t be some­thing to be go­ing on with. Well, as I say, old Bill­son came to me and said he had had this of­fer, and how about it? And when I real­ised that I was in halves, I jolly soon gave him my bless­ing and told him to go as far as he liked. So you can ima­gine how I felt when Flos­sie put her foot down like this.”

			“Like what? About ten minutes ago when you star­ted talk­ing, you seemed to be on the point of ex­plain­ing about Flos­sie. How does she come to be mixed up with the thing? What did she do?”

			“Only wanted to stop the whole busi­ness, lad­die, that was all. Just put the ky­bosh on the en­tire works. Said he mustn’t fight!”

			“Mustn’t fight?”

			“That was what she said. Just in that airy, care­less way, as if the most stu­pendous is­sues didn’t hang on his fight­ing as he had nev­er fought be­fore. Said—if you’ll be­lieve me, lad­die; I shan’t blame you if you don’t—that she didn’t want his looks spoiled.” Ukridge gazed at me with lif­ted eye­brows while he let this evid­ence of fem­in­ine per­verse­ness sink in. “His looks, old man! You got the word cor­rectly? His looks! She didn’t want his looks spoiled. Why, damme, he hasn’t got any looks. There isn’t any pos­sible man­ner in which you could treat that man’s face without im­prov­ing it. I ar­gued with her by the hour, but no, she couldn’t see it. Avoid wo­men, lad­die, they have no in­tel­li­gence.”

			“Well, I’ll prom­ise to avoid Flos­sie’s moth­er, if that’ll sat­is­fy you. How does she come in­to the thing?”

			“Now, there’s a wo­man in a mil­lion, my boy. She saved the situ­ation. She came along at the el­ev­enth hour and snatched your old friend out of the soup. It seems she has a habit of pop­ping up to Lon­don at in­ter­vals, and Flos­sie, while she loves and re­spects her, finds that from ten minutes to a quarter of an hour of the old dear gives her the pip to such an ex­tent that she’s a nervous wreck for days.”

			I felt my heart warm to the fu­ture Mrs. Bill­son. Des­pite Ukridge’s slurs, a girl, it seemed to me, of the sound­est in­tel­li­gence.

			“So when Flos­sie told me—with tears in her eyes, poor girl—that moth­er was due today, I had the in­spir­a­tion of a life­time. Said I would take her off her hands from start to fin­ish if she would agree to let Bill­son fight at the Uni­ver­sal. Well, it shows you what fam­ily af­fec­tion is, lad­die; she jumped at it. I don’t mind telling you she broke down com­pletely and kissed me on both cheeks. The rest, old horse, you know.”

			“Yes. The rest I do know.”

			“Nev­er,” said Ukridge, sol­emnly, “nev­er, old son, till the sands of the desert grow cold, shall I for­get how you have stood by me this day!”

			“Oh, all right. I ex­pect in about a week from now you will be land­ing me with some­thing equally foul.”

			“Now, lad­die—”

			“When does this fight come off?”

			“A week from to­night. I’m re­ly­ing on you to be at my side. Tense nervous strain, old man; shall want a pal to see me through.”

			“I wouldn’t miss it for worlds. I’ll give you din­ner be­fore we go there, shall I?”

			“Spoken like a true friend,” said Ukridge, warmly. “And on the fol­low­ing night I will stand you the ban­quet of your life. A ban­quet which will ring down the ages. For, mark you, lad­die, I shall be in funds. In funds, my boy.”

			“Yes, if Bill­son wins. What does he get if he loses?”

			“Loses? He won’t lose. How the deuce can he lose? I’m sur­prised at you talk­ing in that silly way when you’ve seen him only a few days ago. Didn’t he strike you as be­ing pretty fit when you saw him?”

			“Yes, by Jove, he cer­tainly did.”

			“Well, then! Why, it looks to me as if the sea air had made him tough­er than ever. I’ve only just got my fin­gers straightened out after shak­ing hands with him. He could win the heavy­weight cham­pi­on­ship of the world to­mor­row without tak­ing his pipe out of his mouth. Alf Todd,” said Ukridge, soar­ing to an im­press­ive burst of im­agery, “has about as much chance as a one-armed blind man in a dark room try­ing to shove a pound of melted but­ter in­to a wild­cat’s left ear with a red-hot needle.”

			Al­though I knew sev­er­al of the mem­bers, for one reas­on or an­oth­er I had nev­er been in­side the Uni­ver­sal Sport­ing Club, and the at­mo­sphere of the place when we ar­rived on the night of the fight im­pressed me a good deal. It was vastly dif­fer­ent from Won­der­land, the East End home of pu­gil­ism where I had wit­nessed the Bat­tler make his début. There, a cer­tain lax­ness in the mat­ter of cos­tume had been the pre­vail­ing note; here, white shirt­fronts gleamed on every side. Won­der­land, moreover, had been noisy. Pat­rons of sport had so far for­got­ten them­selves as to whistle through their fin­gers and shout bad­in­age at dis­tant friends. At the Uni­ver­sal one might have been in church. In fact, the longer I sat, the more ec­cle­si­ast­ic­al did the at­mo­sphere seem to be­come. When we ar­rived, two aco­lytes in the ban­tam class were go­ing de­voutly through the ritu­al un­der the eye of the presid­ing min­is­ter, while a large con­greg­a­tion looked on in hushed si­lence. As we took our seats, this por­tion of the ser­vice came to an end and the priest an­nounced that Nippy Coggs was the win­ner. A rev­er­ent mur­mur arose for an in­stant from the wor­ship­pers, Nippy Coggs dis­ap­peared in­to the vestry, and after a pause of a few minutes I per­ceived the fa­mil­i­ar form of Bat­tling Bill­son com­ing up the aisle.

			There was no doubt about it, the Bat­tler did look good. His muscles seemed more cable-like than ever, and a re­cent hair­cut had giv­en a knobby, bristly ap­pear­ance to his head which put him even more def­in­itely than be­fore in the class of those with whom the sens­ible man would not lightly quar­rel. Mr. Todd, his ant­ag­on­ist, who fol­lowed him a mo­ment later, was no beauty—the al­most com­plete ab­sence of any di­vi­sion between his front hair and his eye­brows would alone have pre­ven­ted him be­ing that—but he lacked a cer­tain je-ne-sais-quoi which the Bat­tler pree­m­in­ently pos­sessed. From the first in­stant of his ap­pear­ance in the pub­lic eye our man was a warm fa­vour­ite. There was a pleased flut­ter in the pews as he took his seat, and I could hear whispered voices of­fer­ing sub­stan­tial bets on him.

			“Six-round bout,” an­nounced the padre. “Bat­tling Bill­son (Ber­mond­sey) versus Alf Todd (Maryle­bone). Gen­tle­men will kindly stop smoking.”

			The con­greg­a­tion relit their ci­gars and the fight began.

			Bear­ing in mind how vi­tally Ukridge’s for­tunes were bound up in his protégé’s suc­cess to­night, I was re­lieved to ob­serve that Mr. Todd opened the pro­ceed­ings in a man­ner that seemed to of­fer little scope for any dis­play of Bat­tling Bill­son’s fatal kind­hearted­ness. I had not for­got­ten how at Won­der­land our Bat­tler, with the fight in hand, had al­lowed vic­tory to be snatched from him purely through a sen­ti­ment­al dis­taste for be­ing rough with his ad­versary, a man who had had a lot of trouble and had touched Mr. Bill­son’s heart thereby. Such a dis­aster was un­likely to oc­cur to­night. It was dif­fi­cult to see how any­one in the same ring with him could pos­sibly be sorry for Alf Todd. A tender pity was the last thing his be­ha­viour was cal­cu­lated to rouse in the bos­om of an op­pon­ent. Dir­ectly the gong soun­ded, he tucked away what little fore­head Nature had giv­en him be­neath his fringe, breathed loudly through his nose, and gal­loped in­to the fray. He seemed to hold no big­oted views as to which hand it was best to em­ploy as a me­di­um of at­tack. Right or left, it was all one to Alf. And if he could not hit Mr. Bill­son with his hands, he was per­fectly will­ing, so long as the eye of au­thor­ity was not too keenly vi­gil­ant, to butt him with his head. Broad-minded—that was Alf Todd.

			Wil­ber­force Bill­son, vet­er­an of a hun­dred fights on a hun­dred scattered wa­ter­fronts, was not back­ward in join­ing the rev­els. In him Mr. Todd found a worthy and a will­ing play­mate. As Ukridge in­formed me in a hoarse whis­per while the vicar was re­proach­ing Alf for pla­cing an el­bow where no el­bow should have been, this sort of thing was as meat and drink to Wil­ber­force. It was just the kind of war­fare he had been used to all his life, and pre­cisely the sort most cal­cu­lated to make him give of his best—a dictum which was strik­ingly en­dorsed a mo­ment later, when, after some heated ex­changes in which, gen­er­ous donor though he was, he had re­ceived more than he had be­stowed, Mr. Todd was com­pelled to slith­er back and do a bit of fancy sidestep­ping. The round came to an end with the Bat­tler dis­tinctly lead­ing on points, and so spir­ited had it been that ap­plause broke out in vari­ous parts of the edi­fice.

			The second round fol­lowed the same gen­er­al lines as the first. The fact that up to now he had been foiled in his at­tempts to re­solve Bat­tling Bill­son in­to his com­pon­ent parts had had no damp­ing ef­fect on Alf Todd’s ar­dour. He was still the same act­ive, en­er­get­ic soul, nev­er spar­ing him­self in his ef­forts to make the party go. There was a whole­hearted aban­don in his rushes which re­minded one of a short-tempered gor­illa try­ing to get at its keep­er. Oc­ca­sion­ally some ex­tra warmth on the part of his ant­ag­on­ist would com­pel him to re­tire mo­ment­ar­ily in­to a clinch, but he al­ways came out of it as ready as ever to re­sume the ar­gu­ment. Nev­er­the­less, at the end of round two he was still a shade be­hind. Round three ad­ded fur­ther points to the Bat­tler’s score, and at the end of round four Alf Todd had lost so much ground that the most lib­er­al odds were re­quired to in­duce spec­u­lat­ors to ven­ture their cash on his chances.

			And then the fifth round began, and those who a minute be­fore had taken odds of three to one on the Bat­tler and openly pro­claimed the money as good as in their pock­ets, stiffened in their seats or bent for­ward with pale and anxious faces. A few brief mo­ments back it had seemed to them in­cred­ible that this sure thing could come un­stitched. There was only this round and the next to go—a mere six minutes of con­flict; and Mr. Bill­son was so far ahead on points that noth­ing but the ac­ci­dent of his be­ing knocked out could lose him the de­cision. And you had only to look at Wil­ber­force Bill­son to real­ise the ab­surdity of his be­ing knocked out. Even I, who had seen him go through the pro­cess at Won­der­land, re­fused to con­sider the pos­sib­il­ity. If ever there was a man in the pink, it was Wil­ber­force Bill­son.

			But in box­ing there is al­ways the thou­sandth chance. As he came out of his corner for round five, it sud­denly be­came plain that things were not well with our man. Some chance blow in that last mel­ee of round four must have found a vi­tal spot, for he was ob­vi­ously in bad shape. In­cred­ible as it seemed, Bat­tling Bill­son was groggy. He shuffled rather than stepped; he blinked in a man­ner damp­ing to his sup­port­ers; he was clearly find­ing in­creas­ing dif­fi­culty in foil­ing the bois­ter­ous at­ten­tions of Mr. Todd. Sib­il­ant whis­pers arose; Ukridge clutched my arm in an ag­on­ised grip; voices were of­fer­ing to bet on Alf; and in the Bat­tler’s corner, their heads peer­ing through the ropes, those mem­bers of the minor clergy who had been told off to second our man were wan with ap­pre­hen­sion.

			Mr. Todd, for his part, was a new man. He had re­tired to his corner at the end of the pre­ced­ing round with the moody step of one who sees fail­ure loom­ing ahead. “I’m al­ways chas­ing rain­bows,” Mr. Todd’s eye had seemed to say as it res­ted gloomily on the resined floor. “An­oth­er dream shattered!” And he had come out for round five with the sul­len wear­i­ness of the man who has been help­ing to amuse the kid­dies at a chil­dren’s party and has had enough of it. Or­din­ary po­lite­ness rendered it ne­ces­sary for him to see this un­con­geni­al busi­ness through to the end, but his heart was no longer in it.

			And then, in­stead of the steel and in­dia-rub­ber war­ri­or who had smit­ten him so sorely at their last meet­ing, he found this sag­ging wreck. For an in­stant sheer sur­prise seemed to shackle Mr. Todd’s limbs, then he ad­jus­ted him­self to the new con­di­tions. It was as if some­body had graf­ted mon­key-glands on to Al­fred Todd. He leaped at Bat­tling Bill­son, and Ukridge’s grip on my arm be­came more pain­ful than ever.

			A sud­den si­lence fell upon the house. It was a tense, ex­pect­ant si­lence, for af­fairs had reached a crisis. Against the ropes near his corner the Bat­tler was lean­ing, heed­less of the well-meant coun­sel of his seconds, and Alf Todd, with his fringe now al­most ob­scur­ing his eyes, was feint­ing for an open­ing. There is a tide in the af­fairs of men which, taken at the flood, leads on to for­tune; and Alf Todd plainly real­ised this. He fiddled for an in­stant with his hands, as if he were try­ing to mes­mer­ise Mr. Bill­son, then plunged for­ward.

			A great shout went up. The con­greg­a­tion ap­peared to have lost all sense of what place this was that they were in. They were jump­ing up and down in their seats and bel­low­ing de­plor­ably. For the crisis had been aver­ted. Some­how or oth­er Wil­ber­force Bill­son had con­trived to es­cape from that corner, and now he was out in the middle of the ring, res­pited.

			And yet he did not seem pleased. His usu­ally ex­pres­sion­less face was con­tor­ted with pain and dis­pleas­ure. For the first time in the en­tire pro­ceed­ings he ap­peared genu­inely moved. Watch­ing him closely, I could see his lips mov­ing, per­haps in pray­er. And as Mr. Todd, bound­ing from the ropes, ad­vanced upon him, he licked those lips. He licked them in a sin­is­ter mean­ing way, and his right hand dropped slowly down be­low his knee.

			Alf Todd came on. He came jauntily and in the man­ner of one mov­ing to a feast or fest­iv­al. This was the end of a per­fect day, and he knew it. He eyed Bat­tling Bill­son as if the lat­ter had been a pot of beer. But for the fact that he came of a re­strained and un­emo­tion­al race, he would doubt­less have burst in­to song. He shot out his left and it landed on Mr. Bill­son’s nose. Noth­ing happened. He drew back his right and poised it al­most lov­ingly for a mo­ment. It was dur­ing this mo­ment that Bat­tling Bill­son came to life.

			To Alf Todd it must have seemed like a re­sur­rec­tion. For the last two minutes he had been test­ing in every way known to sci­ence his the­ory that this man be­fore him no longer pos­sessed the shad­ow of a punch, and the the­ory had seemed proven up to the hilt. Yet here he was now be­hav­ing like an un­leashed whirl­wind. A dis­quiet­ing ex­per­i­ence. The ropes col­lided with the small of Alf Todd’s back. Some­thing else col­lided with his chin. He en­deav­oured to with­draw, but a pulpy glove took him on the odd fung­oid growth which he was ac­cus­tomed laugh­ingly to call his ear. An­oth­er glove im­pinged upon his jaw. And there the mat­ter ended for Alf Todd.

			“Bat­tling Bill­son is the win­ner,” in­toned the vicar.

			“Wow!” shouted the con­greg­a­tion.

			“Whew!” breathed Ukridge in my ear.

			It had been a near thing, but the old firm had pulled through at the fin­ish.

			Ukridge bounded off to the dress­ing room to give his Bat­tler a man­ager’s bless­ing; and presently, the next fight prov­ing some­thing of an an­ti­cli­max after all the fevered stress of its pre­de­cessor, I left the build­ing and went home. I was smoking a last pipe be­fore go­ing to bed when a vi­ol­ent ring at the front-door bell broke in on my med­it­a­tions. It was fol­lowed by the voice of Ukridge in the hall.

			I was a little sur­prised. I had not been ex­pect­ing to see Ukridge again to­night. His in­ten­tion when we par­ted at the Uni­ver­sal had been to re­ward Mr. Bill­son with a bit of sup­per; and, as the Bat­tler had a coy dis­taste for the tav­erns of the West End, this in­volved a jour­ney to the far East, where in con­geni­al sur­round­ings the com­ing cham­pi­on would drink a good deal of beer and eat more hard-boiled eggs than you would have be­lieved pos­sible. The fact that the host was now thun­der­ing up my stairs seemed to in­dic­ate that the feast had fallen through. And the fact that the feast had fallen through sug­ges­ted that some­thing had gone wrong.

			“Give me a drink, old horse,” said Ukridge, burst­ing in­to the room.

			“What on earth’s the mat­ter?”

			“Noth­ing, old horse, noth­ing. I’m a ruined man, that’s all.”

			He leaped fe­ver­ishly at the de­canter and si­phon which Bowles had placed upon the table. I watched him with con­cern. This could be no or­din­ary tragedy that had changed him thus from the ebul­li­ent creature of joy who had left me at the Uni­ver­sal. A thought flashed through my mind that Bat­tling Bill­son must have been dis­qual­i­fied—to be re­jec­ted a mo­ment later, when I re­membered that fight­ers are not dis­qual­i­fied as an af­ter­thought half an hour after the fight. But what else could have brought about this an­guish? If ever there was an oc­ca­sion for sol­emn re­joicing, now would have seemed to be the time.

			“What’s the mat­ter?” I asked again.

			“Mat­ter? I’ll tell you what’s the mat­ter,” moaned Ukridge. He splashed seltzer in­to his glass. He re­minded me of King Lear. “Do you know how much I get out of that fight to­night? Ten quid! Just ten rot­ten con­tempt­ible sov­er­eigns! That’s what’s the mat­ter.”

			“I don’t un­der­stand.”

			“The purse was thirty pounds. Twenty for the win­ner. My share is ten. Ten, I’ll trouble you! What in the name of everything in­fernal is the good of ten quid?”

			“But you said Bill­son told you—”

			“Yes, I know I did. Two hun­dred was what he told me he was to get. And the weak-minded, furt­ive, un­der­han­ded son of Beli­al didn’t ex­plain that he was to get it for los­ing!”

			“Los­ing?”

			“Yes. He was to get it for los­ing. Some fel­lows who wanted a chance to do some heavy bet­ting per­suaded him to sell the fight.”

			“But he didn’t sell the fight.”

			“I know that, dam­mit. That’s the whole trouble. And do you know why he didn’t? I’ll tell you. Just as he was all ready to let him­self be knocked out in that fifth round, the oth­er bloke happened to tread on his in­grow­ing toe­nail, and that made him so mad that he for­got about everything else and sailed in and hammered the stuff­ing out of him. I ask you, lad­die! I ap­peal to you as a reas­on­able man. Have you ever in your life heard of such a foot­ling, idi­ot­ic, wool­len-headed pro­ceed­ing? Throw­ing away a for­tune, an ab­so­lute dashed for­tune, purely to grat­i­fy a mo­ment­ary whim! Hurl­ing away wealth bey­ond the dreams of av­arice simply be­cause a bloke stamped on his in­grow­ing toe­nail. His in­grow­ing toe­nail!” Ukridge laughed rasp­ingly. “What right has a box­er to have an in­grow­ing toe­nail? And if he has an in­grow­ing toe­nail, surely—my gosh!—he can stand a little tri­fling dis­com­fort for half a minute. The fact of the mat­ter is, old horse, box­ers aren’t what they were. De­gen­er­ate, lad­die, ab­so­lutely de­gen­er­ate. No heart. No cour­age. No self-re­spect. No vis­ion. The old bull­dog breed has dis­ap­peared en­tirely.”

			And with a moody nod Stan­ley Feath­er­stone­haugh Ukridge passed out in­to the night.

		
	
		
			Ukridge Sees Her Through

			The girl from the type­writ­ing and ste­no­graph­ic bur­eau had a quiet but speak­ing eye. At first it had re­gistered noth­ing but en­thu­si­asm and the de­sire to please. But now, rising from that for­mid­able note­book, it met mine with a look of ex­as­per­ated be­wil­der­ment. There was an ex­pres­sion of strained sweet­ness on her face, as of a good wo­man un­justly put upon. I could read what was in her mind as clearly as if she had been im­pol­ite enough to shout it. She thought me a fool. And as this made the thing un­an­im­ous, for I had been feel­ing ex­actly the same my­self for the last quarter of an hour, I de­cided that the pain­ful ex­hib­i­tion must now ter­min­ate.

			It was Ukridge who had let me in for the thing. He had fired my ima­gin­a­tion with tales of au­thors who were able to turn out five thou­sand words a day by dic­tat­ing their stuff to a ste­no­graph­er in­stead of writ­ing it; and though I felt at the time that he was merely try­ing to drum up trade for the type­writ­ing bur­eau in which his young friend Dora Ma­son was now a part­ner, the lure of the idea had gripped me. Like all writers, I had a sturdy dis­taste for sol­id work, and this seemed to of­fer a pleas­ant way out, turn­ing lit­er­ary com­pos­i­tion in­to a jolly tête-à-tête chat. It was only when those gleam­ing eyes looked eagerly in­to mine and that twitch­ing pen­cil poised it­self to re­cord the light­est of my golden thoughts that I dis­covered what I was up against. For fif­teen minutes I had been ex­per­i­en­cing all the com­plex emo­tions of a nervous man who, sud­denly called upon to make a pub­lic speech, real­ises too late that his brain has been with­drawn and re­placed by a cheap cauli­flower sub­sti­tute: and I was through.

			“I’m sorry,” I said, “but I’m afraid it’s not much use go­ing on. I don’t seem able to man­age it.”

			Now that I had come frankly out in­to the open and ad­mit­ted my idiocy, the girl’s ex­pres­sion softened. She closed her note­book for­giv­ingly.

			“Lots of people can’t,” she said. “It’s just a knack.”

			“Everything seems to go out of my head.”

			“I’ve of­ten thought it must be very dif­fi­cult to dic­tate.”

			Two minds with but a single thought, in fact. Her sweet reas­on­able­ness, com­bined with the re­lief that the thing was over, in­duced in me a de­sire to babble. One has the same feel­ing when the dent­ist lets one out of his chair.

			“You’re from the Nor­folk Street Agency, aren’t you?” I said. A silly ques­tion, see­ing that I had ex­pressly rung them up on the tele­phone and asked them to send some­body round; but I was still feel­ing the ef­fects of the eth­er.

			“Yes.”

			“That’s in Nor­folk Street, isn’t it? I mean,” I went on hur­riedly, “I won­der if you know a Miss Ma­son there? Miss Dora Ma­son.”

			She seemed sur­prised.

			“My name is Dora Ma­son,” she said.

			I was sur­prised, too. I had not sup­posed that part­ners in type­writ­ing busi­nesses stooped to go­ing out on these er­rands. And I was con­scious of a re­turn of my former em­bar­rass­ment, feel­ing—quite un­reas­on­ably, for I had only seen her once in my life, and then from a dis­tance—that I ought to have re­membered her.

			“We were short­han­ded at the of­fice,” she ex­plained, “so I came along. But how do you know my name?”

			“I am a great friend of Ukridge’s.”

			“Why, of course! I was won­der­ing why your name was so fa­mil­i­ar. I’ve heard him talk so much about you.”

			And after that we really did settle down to the cosy tête-à-tête of which I had had vis­ions. She was a nice girl, the only no­tice­able flaw in her char­ac­ter be­ing an ab­surd re­spect for Ukridge’s in­tel­li­gence and abil­it­ies. I, who had known that foe of the hu­man race from boy­hood up and was still writh­ing be­neath the memory of the night when he had sneaked my dress clothes, could have cor­rec­ted her es­tim­ate of him, but it seemed un­kind to shat­ter her girl­ish dreams.

			“He was won­der­ful about this type­writ­ing busi­ness,” she said. “It was such a splen­did op­por­tun­ity, and but for Mr. Ukridge I should have had to let it slip. You see, they were ask­ing two hun­dred pounds for the part­ner­ship, and I only had a hun­dred. And Mr. Ukridge in­sisted on put­ting up the rest of the money. You see—I don’t know if he told you—he in­sisted that he ought to do some­thing be­cause he says he lost me the po­s­i­tion I had with his aunt. It wasn’t his fault at all, really, but he kept say­ing that if I hadn’t gone to that dance with him I shouldn’t have got back late and been dis­missed. So—”

			She was a rap­id talk­er, and it was only now that I was able to com­ment on the amaz­ing state­ment which she had made in the open­ing por­tion of her speech. So stun­ning had been the ef­fect of those few words on me that I had hardly heard her sub­sequent re­marks.

			“Did you say that Ukridge in­sisted on find­ing the rest?” I gasped.

			“Yes. Wasn’t it nice of him?”

			“He gave you a hun­dred pounds? Ukridge!”

			“Guar­an­teed it,” said Miss Ma­son. “I ar­ranged to pay a hun­dred pounds down and the rest in sixty days.”

			“But sup­pose the rest is not paid in sixty days?”

			“Well, then I’m afraid I should lose my hun­dred. But it will be, of course. Mr. Ukridge told me to have no anxi­ety about that at all. Well, good­bye, Mr. Corcor­an. I must be go­ing now. I’m sorry we didn’t get bet­ter res­ults with the dic­tat­ing. I should think it must be very dif­fi­cult to do till you get used to it.”

			Her cheer­ful smile as she went out struck me as one of the most pathet­ic sights I had ever seen. Poor child, bust­ling off so brightly when her whole fu­ture res­ted on Ukridge’s abil­ity to raise a hun­dred pounds! I pre­sumed that he was re­ly­ing on one of those Uto­pi­an schemes of his which were to bring him in thou­sands—“at a con­ser­vat­ive es­tim­ate, lad­die!”—and not for the first time in a friend­ship of years the re­flec­tion came to me that Ukridge ought to be in some sort of a home. A cap­it­al fel­low in many re­spects, but not a man lightly to be al­lowed at large.

			I was pur­su­ing this train of thought when the banging of the front door, fol­lowed by a pound­ing of foot­steps on the stairs and a con­fused noise without, an­nounced his ar­rival.

			“I say, lad­die,” said Ukridge, en­ter­ing the room, as was his habit, like a north­east­erly gale, “was that Dora Ma­son I saw go­ing down the street? It looked like her back. Has she been here?”

			“Yes. I asked her agency to send someone to take dic­ta­tion, and she came.”

			Ukridge reached out for the to­bacco jar, filled his pipe, re­plen­ished his pouch, sank com­fort­ably on to the sofa, ad­jus­ted the cush­ions, and be­stowed an ap­prov­ing glance upon me.

			“Corky, my boy,” said Ukridge, “what I like about you and the reas­on why I al­ways main­tain that you will be a great man one of these days is that you have Vis­ion. You have the big, broad, flex­ible out­look. You’re not too proud to take ad­vice. I say to you, ‘Dic­tate your stuff, it’ll pay you,’ and, damme, you go straight off and do it. No ar­guing or shilly-shal­ly­ing. You just go and do it. It’s the spir­it that wins to suc­cess. I like to see it. Dic­tat­ing will add thou­sands a year to your in­come. I say it ad­visedly, lad­die—thou­sands. And if you con­tin­ue lead­ing a steady and sober life and save your pen­nies, you’ll be amazed at the way your cap­it­al will pile up. Money at five per­cent com­pound in­terest doubles it­self every four­teen years. By the time you’re forty—”

			It seemed churl­ish to strike a jar­ring note after all these com­pli­ments, but it had to be done.

			“Nev­er mind about what’s go­ing to hap­pen to me when I’m forty,” I said. “What I want to know is what is all this I hear about you guar­an­tee­ing Miss Ma­son a hun­dred quid?”

			“Ah, she told you? Yes,” said Ukridge, air­ily, “I guar­an­teed it. Mat­ter of con­science, old son. Man of hon­our, no al­tern­at­ive. You see, there’s no get­ting away from it, it was my fault that she was sacked by my aunt. Got to see her through, lad­die, got to see her through.”

			I goggled at the man.

			“Look here,” I said, “let’s get this thing straight. A couple of days ago you touched me for five shil­lings and said it would save your life.”

			“It did, old man, it did.”

			“And now you’re talk­ing of scat­ter­ing hun­dred quids about the place as if you were Roth­schild. Do you smoke it or in­ject it with a hy­po­derm­ic needle?”

			There was pain in Ukridge’s eyes as he sat up and gazed at me through the smoke.

			“I don’t like this tone, lad­die,” he said, re­proach­fully. “Upon my Sam, it wounds me. It sounds as if you had lost faith in me, in my vis­ion.”

			“Oh, I know you’ve got vis­ion. And the big, broad, flex­ible out­look. Also snap, ginger, en­ter­prise, and ears that stick out at right angles like the sails of a wind­mill. But that doesn’t help me to un­der­stand where on earth you ex­pect to get a hun­dred quid.”

			Ukridge smiled tol­er­antly.

			“You don’t sup­pose I would have guar­an­teed the money for poor little Dora un­less I knew where to lay my hands on it, do you? If you ask me, Have I got the stuff at this pre­cise mo­ment? I can­didly reply, No, I haven’t. But it’s flut­ter­ing on the ho­ri­zon, lad­die, flut­ter­ing on the ho­ri­zon. I can hear the beat­ing of its wings.”

			“Is Bat­tling Bill­son go­ing to fight someone and make your for­tune again?”

			Ukridge winced, and the look of pain flit­ted across his face once more.

			“Don’t men­tion that man’s name to me, old horse,” he begged. “Every time I think of him everything seems to go all black. No, the thing I have on hand now is a real sol­id busi­ness pro­pos­i­tion. Gilt-edged, you might call it. I ran in­to a bloke the oth­er day whom I used to know out in Canada.”

			“I didn’t know you had ever been in Canada,” I in­ter­rup­ted.

			“Of course I’ve been in Canada. Go over there and ask the first fel­low you meet if I was ever in Canada. Canada! I should say I had been in Canada. Why, when I left Canada, I was seen off on the steam­er by a couple of po­lice­men. Well, I ran in­to this bloke in Pic­ca­dilly. He was wan­der­ing up and down and look­ing rather lost. Couldn’t make out what the deuce he was do­ing over here, be­cause, when I knew him, he hadn’t a cent. Well, it seems that he got fed up with Canada and went over to Amer­ica to try and make his for­tune. And, by Jove, he did, first crack out of the box. Bought a bit of land about the size of a pock­et-handker­chief in Texas or Ok­lahoma or some­where, and one morn­ing, when he was hoe­ing the soil or plant­ing turnips or some­thing, out buzzed a whack­ing great oil-well. Ap­par­ently that sort of thing’s hap­pen­ing every day out there. If I could get a bit of cap­it­al to­geth­er, I’m dashed if I wouldn’t go to Texas my­self. Great open spaces where men are men, lad­die—suit me down to the ground. Well, we got talk­ing, and he said that he in­ten­ded to settle in Eng­land. Came from Lon­don as a kid, but couldn’t stick it at any price now be­cause they had altered it so much. I told him the thing for him to do was to buy a house in the coun­try with a de­cent bit of shoot­ing, and he said, ‘Well, how do you buy a house in the coun­try with a de­cent bit of shoot­ing?’ and I said, ‘Leave it en­tirely in my hands, old horse. I’ll see you’re treated right.’ So he told me to go ahead, and I went to Farm­ing­dons, the house-agent blokes in Cav­endish Square. Had a chat with the man­ager. Very de­cent old bird with moth-eaten whiskers. I said I’d got a mil­lion­aire look­ing for a house in the coun­try. ‘Find him one, lad­die,’ I said, ‘and we split the com­mish.’ He said ‘Right-o,’ and any day now I ex­pect to hear that he’s dug up some­thing suit­able. Well, you can see for your­self what that’s go­ing to mean. These house-agent fel­lows take it as a per­son­al af­front if a cli­ent gets away from them with any­thing ex­cept a col­lar-stud and the clothes he stands up in, and I’m in halves. Reas­on it out, my boy, reas­on it out.”

			“You’re sure this man really has money?”

			“Crawl­ing with it, lad­die. Hasn’t found out yet there’s any­thing smal­ler than a five-pound note in cir­cu­la­tion. He took me to lunch, and when he tipped the waiter the man burst in­to tears and kissed him on both cheeks.”

			I am bound to ad­mit that I felt easi­er in my mind, for it really did seem as though the for­tunes of Miss Ma­son res­ted on firm ground. I had nev­er sup­posed that Ukridge could be as­so­ci­ated with so sound a scheme, and I said so. In fact, I rather over­did my ap­prov­al, for it en­cour­aged him to bor­row an­oth­er five shil­lings; and be­fore he left we were in treaty over a fur­ther deal which was to en­tail my ad­van­cing him half a sov­er­eign in one sol­id pay­ment. Busi­ness breeds busi­ness.

			For the next ten days I saw noth­ing of Ukridge. As he was in the habit of mak­ing these peri­od­ic­al dis­ap­pear­ances, I did not worry un­duly as to the where­abouts of my wan­der­ing boy, but I was con­scious from time to time of a mild won­der as to what had be­come of him. The mys­tery was solved one night when I was walk­ing through Pall Mall on my way home after a late ses­sion with an act­or ac­quaint­ance who was go­ing in­to vaudeville, and to whom I hoped—mis­takenly, as it turned out—to sell a one-act play.

			I say night, but it was nearly two in the morn­ing. The streets were black and deser­ted, si­lence was every­where, and all Lon­don slept ex­cept Ukridge and a friend of his whom I came upon stand­ing out­side Hardy’s fish­ing tackle shop. That is to say, Ukridge was stand­ing out­side the shop. His friend was sit­ting on the pave­ment with his back against a lamp­post.

			As far as I could see in the un­cer­tain light, he was a man of middle age, rugged of as­pect and grizzled about the temples. I was able to in­spect his temples be­cause—doubt­less from the best motives—he was wear­ing his hat on his left foot. He was cor­rectly clad in dress clothes, but his ap­pear­ance was a little marred by a splash of mud across his shirt­front and the fact that at some point earli­er in the even­ing he had either thrown away or been de­prived of his tie. He gazed fix­edly at the hat with a poached-egg-like stare. He was the only man I had ever seen who was smoking two ci­gars at the same time.

			Ukridge greeted me with the warmth of a be­lea­guered gar­ris­on wel­com­ing the re­liev­ing army.

			“My dear old horse! Just the man I wanted!” he cried, as if he had picked me out of a num­ber of com­pet­ing ap­plic­ants. “You can give me a hand with Hank, lad­die.”

			“Is this Hank!” I en­quired, glan­cing at the re­cum­bent sports­man, who had now closed his eyes as if the spec­tacle of the hat had be­gun to pall.

			“Yes. Hank Phil­brick. This is the bloke I was telling you about, the fel­low who wants the house.”

			“He doesn’t seem to want any house. He looks quite sat­is­fied with the great open spaces.”

			“Poor old Hank’s a bit un­der the weath­er,” ex­plained Ukridge, re­gard­ing his stricken friend with tol­er­ant sym­pathy. “It takes him this way. The fact is, old man, it’s a mis­take for these blokes to come in­to money. They overdo things. The only thing Hank ever got to drink for the first fifty years of his life was wa­ter, with but­ter­milk as a treat on his birth­day, and he’s try­ing to make up for lost time. He’s only just dis­covered that there are such things as li­queurs in the world, and he’s mak­ing them rather a hobby. Says they’re such a pretty col­our. It wouldn’t be so bad if he stuck to one at a time, but he likes mak­ing ex­per­i­ments. Mixes them, lad­die. Or­ders the whole lot and blends them in a tank­ard. Well, I mean to say,” said Ukridge reas­on­ably, “you can’t take more than five or six tank­ards of mixed be­ne­dict­ine, chartreuse, kum­mel, crème de menthe, and old brandy without feel­ing the strain a bit. Es­pe­cially if you stoke up on cham­pagne and bur­gundy.”

			A strong shud­der ran through me at the thought. I gazed at the hu­man cel­lar on the pave­ment with a feel­ing bor­der­ing on awe.

			“Does he really?”

			“Every night for the last two weeks. I’ve been with him most of the time. I’m the only pal he’s got in Lon­don, and he likes to have me round.”

			“What plans have you for his fu­ture? His im­me­di­ate fu­ture, I mean. Do we re­move him some­where or is he go­ing to spend the night out here un­der the quiet stars?”

			“I thought, if you would lend a hand, old man, we could get him to the Carlton. He’s stay­ing there.”

			“He won’t be long, if he comes in in this state.”

			“Bless you, my dear old man, they don’t mind. He tipped the night-port­er twenty quid yes­ter­day and asked me if I thought it was enough. Lend a hand, lad­die. Let’s go.”

			I lent a hand, and we went.

			The ef­fect which that noc­turn­al en­counter had upon me was to ce­ment the im­pres­sion that in act­ing as agent for Mr. Phil­brick in the pur­chase of a house Ukridge was on to a good thing. What little I had seen of Hank had con­vinced me that he was not the man to be finicky about price. He would pay whatever they asked him without hes­it­a­tion. Ukridge would un­doubtedly make enough out of his share of the com­mis­sion to pay off Dora Ma­son’s hun­dred without feel­ing it. In­deed, for the first time in his life he would prob­ably be in pos­ses­sion of that bit of cap­it­al of which he was ac­cus­tomed to speak so wist­fully. I ceased, there­fore, to worry about Miss Ma­son’s fu­ture and con­cen­trated my­self on my own troubles.

			They would prob­ably have seemed to any­one else minor troubles, but nev­er­the­less they were big enough to de­press me. Two days after my meet­ing with Ukridge and Mr. Phil­brick in Pall Mall I had re­ceived rather a dis­turb­ing let­ter.

			There was a So­ci­ety pa­per for which at that time I did oc­ca­sion­al work and wished to do more; and the ed­it­or of this pa­per had sent me a tick­et for the forth­com­ing dance of the Pen and Ink Club, with in­struc­tions to let him have a column and a half of bright de­script­ive mat­ter. It was only after I had di­ges­ted the pleas­ant re­flec­tion that here was a bit of badly needed cash drop­ping on me out of a clear sky that I real­ised why the words Pen and Ink Club seemed to have a fa­mil­i­ar ring. It was the club of which Ukridge’s aunt Ju­lia was the pop­u­lar and en­er­get­ic pres­id­ent, and the thought of a second meet­ing with that un­com­fort­able wo­man filled me with a deep gloom. I had not for­got­ten—and prob­ably would nev­er for­get—my en­counter with her in her draw­ing-room at Wimble­don.

			I was not in a fin­an­cial po­s­i­tion, how­ever, to re­fuse ed­it­ors their whims, so the thing had to be gone through; but the pro­spect damped me, and I was still brood­ing on it when a vi­ol­ent ring at the front-door bell broke in on my med­it­a­tions. It was fol­lowed by the boom­ing of Ukridge’s voice en­quir­ing if I were in. A mo­ment later he had burst in­to the room. His eyes were wild, his pince-nez at an angle of forty-five, and his col­lar sep­ar­ated from its stud by a gap of sev­er­al inches. His whole ap­pear­ance clearly in­dic­ated some blow of fate, and I was not sur­prised when his first words re­vealed an aching heart.

			“Hank Phil­brick,” said Ukridge without pre­amble, “is a son of Beli­al, a leper, and a worm.”

			“What’s happened now?”

			“He’s let me down, the weak-minded Tish­bite! Doesn’t want that house in the coun­try after all. My gosh, if Hank Phil­brick is the sort of man Canada is pro­du­cing nowadays, Heav­en help the Brit­ish Em­pire.”

			I shelved my petty troubles. They seemed in­sig­ni­fic­ant be­side this majest­ic tragedy.

			“What made him change his mind?” I asked.

			“The wob­bling, va­cil­lat­ing hell­hound! I al­ways had a feel­ing that there was some­thing wrong with that man. He had a nasty, shifty eye. You’ll bear me out, lad­die, in that? Haven’t I spoken to you a hun­dred times about his shifty eye?”

			“Cer­tainly. Why did he change his mind?”

			“Didn’t I al­ways say he wasn’t to be trus­ted?”

			“Re­peatedly. What made him change his mind?”

			Ukridge laughed with a sharp bit­ter­ness that nearly cracked the win­dowpane. His col­lar leaped like a live thing. Ukridge’s col­lar was al­ways a sort of ther­mo­met­er that re­gistered the warmth of his feel­ings. Some­times, when his tem­per­at­ure was nor­mal, it would re­main at­tached to its stud for minutes at a time; but the slight­est touch of fever sent it jump­ing up, and the more he was moved the high­er it jumped.

			“When I knew Hank out in Canada,” he said, “he had the con­sti­tu­tion of an ox. Os­triches took his cor­res­pond­ence course in di­ges­tion. But dir­ectly he comes in­to a bit of money—Lad­die,” said Ukridge earn­estly, “when I’m a rich man, I want you to stand at my el­bow and watch me very care­fully. The mo­ment you see signs of de­gen­er­a­tion speak a warn­ing word. Don’t let me coddle my­self. Don’t let me get fussy about my health. Where was I? Oh yes. Dir­ectly this man comes in­to a bit of money he gets the idea that he’s a sort of fra­gile, del­ic­ate flower.”

			“I shouldn’t have thought so from what you were telling me the oth­er night.”

			“What happened the oth­er night was the cause of all the trouble. Nat­ur­ally he woke up with a bit of a head.”

			“I can quite be­lieve it.”

			“Yes, but my gosh, what’s a head! In the old days he would have gone and worked it oft by tak­ing a dose of paink­iller and chop­ping down half-a-dozen trees. But now what hap­pens? Hav­ing all this money, he wouldn’t take a simple rem­edy like that. No, sir! He went to one of those Har­ley Street sharks who charge a couple of guineas for say­ing ‘Well, how are we this morn­ing?’ A fatal move, lad­die. Nat­ur­ally, the shark was all over him. Tapped him here and prod­ded him there, said he was run down, and fi­nally told him he ought to spend six months in a dry, sunny cli­mate. Re­com­men­ded Egypt. Egypt, I’ll trouble you, for a bloke who lived fifty years think­ing that it was a town in Illinois. Well, the long and the short of it is that he’s gone off for six months, doesn’t want a place in Eng­land, and I hope he gets bit­ten by a cro­codile. And the lease all drawn out and ready to sign. Upon my Sam, it’s a little hard. Some­times I won­der wheth­er it’s worth while go­ing on strug­gling.”

			A sombre si­lence fell upon us. Ukridge, sunk in gloomy rev­er­ie, fumbled ab­sently at his col­lar stud. I smoked with a heavy heart.

			“What will your friend Dora do now?” I said at length.

			“That’s what’s wor­ry­ing me,” said Ukridge, lugubri­ously. “I’ve been try­ing to think of some oth­er way of rais­ing that hun­dred, but at the mo­ment I don’t mind con­fess­ing I am baffled. I can see no day­light.”

			Nor could I. His chance of rais­ing a hun­dred pounds by any means short of break­ing in­to the Mint seemed slight in­deed.

			“Odd the way things hap­pen,” I said. I gave him the ed­it­or’s let­ter. “Look at that.”

			“What’s this?”

			“He’s send­ing me to do an art­icle on the Pen and Ink Club dance. If only I had nev­er been to see your aunt—”

			“And made such a mess of it.”

			“I didn’t make a mess of it. It just happened that—”

			“All right, lad­die, all right,” said Ukridge, tone­lessly. “Don’t let’s split straws. The fact re­mains, wheth­er it’s your fault or not, the thing was a com­plete frost. What were you say­ing?”

			“I was say­ing that, if only I had nev­er been to your aunt, I could have met her in a per­fectly nat­ur­al way at this dance.”

			“Done Young Dis­ciple stuff,” said Ukridge, seiz­ing on the idea. “Rubbed in the fact that you could do her a bit of good by boost­ing her in the pa­per.”

			“And asked her to re-en­gage Miss Ma­son as her sec­ret­ary.”

			Ukridge fiddled with the let­ter.

			“You don’t think even now—”

			I was sorry for him and sor­ri­er for Dora Ma­son, but on this point I was firm.

			“No, I don’t.”

			“But con­sider, lad­die,” urged Ukridge. “At this dance she may well be in mal­le­able mood. The lights, the mu­sic, the laughter, the jol­lity.”

			“No,” I said. “It can’t be done. I can’t back out of go­ing to the af­fair, be­cause if I did I’d nev­er get any more work to do for this pa­per. But I’ll tell you one thing. I mean to keep quite clear of your aunt. That’s fi­nal. I dream of her in the night some­times and wake up scream­ing. And in any case it wouldn’t be any use my tack­ling her. She wouldn’t listen to me. It’s too late. You wer­en’t there that af­ter­noon at Wimble­don, but you can take it from me that I’m not one of her circle of friends.”

			“That’s the way it al­ways hap­pens,” sighed Ukridge. “Everything comes too late. Well, I’ll be pop­ping off. Lot of heavy think­ing to do, lad­die. Lot of heavy think­ing.”

			And he left without bor­row­ing even a ci­gar, a sure sign that his re­si­li­ent spir­it was crushed bey­ond re­cu­per­a­tion.

			The dance of the Pen and Ink Club was held, like so many func­tions of its kind, at the Lo­tus Rooms, Knights­bridge, that bar­rack-like build­ing which seems to ex­ist only for these sad af­fairs. The Pen and Ink evid­ently went in for qual­ity in its mem­ber­ship rather than quant­ity; and the band, when I ar­rived, was giv­ing out the pe­cu­li­arly tinny sound which bands al­ways pro­duce in very large rooms that are only one-sixth part full. The air was chilly and des­ol­ate and a gen­er­al mel­an­choly seemed to pre­vail. The few couples dan­cing on the broad acres of floor ap­peared sombre and in­tro­spect­ive, as if they were med­it­at­ing on the body up­stairs and real­iz­ing that all flesh is as grass. Around the room on those gilt chairs which are only seen in sub­scrip­tion-dance halls weird be­ings were talk­ing in un­der­tones, prob­ably about the trend of Scand­inavi­an lit­er­at­ure. In fact, the only bright spot on the whole gloomy busi­ness was that it oc­curred be­fore the era of tor­toise­shell-rimmed spec­tacles.

			That curi­ous grey hope­less­ness which al­ways af­flicts me when I am con­fron­ted with lit­er­ary people in the bulk was not lightened by the re­flec­tion that at any mo­ment I might en­counter Miss Ju­lia Ukridge. I moved war­ily about the room, keenly alert, like a cat that has wandered in­to a strange al­ley and sees in every shad­ow the po­ten­tial hurl­er of a half-brick. I could en­vis­age noth­ing but awk­ward­ness and em­bar­rass­ment spring­ing from such a meet­ing. The les­son which I had drawn from my pre­vi­ous en­counter with her was that hap­pi­ness for me lay in keep­ing as far away from Miss Ju­lia Ukridge as pos­sible.

			“Ex­cuse me!”

			My pre­cau­tions had been in vain. She had sneaked up on me from be­hind.

			“Good even­ing,” I said.

			It is nev­er any good re­hears­ing these scenes in ad­vance. They al­ways turn out so dif­fer­ently. I had been as­sum­ing, when I slunk in­to this hall, that if I met this wo­man I should feel the same shrink­ing sense of guilt and in­feri­or­ity which had proved so dis­in­teg­rat­ing at Wimble­don. I had omit­ted to make al­low­ances for the fact that that pain­ful epis­ode had taken place on her own ground, and that right from the start my con­science had been far from clear. To­night the con­di­tions were dif­fer­ent.

			“Are you a mem­ber of the Pen and Ink Club?” said Ukridge’s aunt, frost­ily.

			Her stony blue eyes were fixed on me with an ex­pres­sion that was not ex­actly loath­ing, but rather a cold and crit­ic­al con­tempt. So might a fas­ti­di­ous cook look at a black-beetle in her kit­chen.

			“No,” I replied, “I am not.”

			I felt bold and hos­tile. This wo­man gave me a pain in the neck, and I en­deav­oured to ex­press as much in the lan­guage of the eyes.

			“Then will you please tell me what you are do­ing here? This is a private dance.”

			One has one’s mo­ments. I felt much as I pre­sume Bat­tling Bill­son must have felt in his re­cent fight with Alf Todd, when he per­ceived his ant­ag­on­ist ad­van­cing upon him wide-open, in­vit­ing the knock­out punch.

			“The ed­it­or of So­ci­ety sent me a tick­et. He wanted an art­icle writ­ten about it.”

			If I was feel­ing like Mr. Bill­son, Ukridge’s aunt must have felt very like Mr. Todd. I could see that she was shaken. In a flash I had changed from a black-beetle to a god­like creature, able, if con­cili­ated, to do a bit of that logrolling which is so dear to the heart of the fe­male nov­el­ist. And she had not con­cili­ated me. Of all sad words of tongue or pen, the sad­dest are these: It might have been. It is too much to say that her jaw fell, but cer­tainly the agony of this black mo­ment caused her lips to part in a sort of twis­ted des­pair. But there was good stuff in this wo­man. She ral­lied gamely.

			“A Press tick­et,” she mur­mured.

			“A Press tick­et,” I echoed.

			“May I see it?”

			“Cer­tainly.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Not at all.”

			She passed on.

			I re­sumed my in­spec­tion of the dan­cers with a light­er heart. In my present up­lif­ted mood they did not ap­pear so bad as they had a few minutes back. Some of them, quite a few of them, looked al­most hu­man. The floor was fuller now, and wheth­er ow­ing to my ima­gin­a­tion or not, the at­mo­sphere seemed to have taken on a cer­tain cheeri­ness. The old sug­ges­tion of a fu­ner­al still lingered, but now it was pos­sible to think of it as a less form­al, rather jol­li­er fu­ner­al. I began to be glad that I had come.

			“Ex­cuse me!”

			I had thought that I was fin­ished with this sort of thing for the even­ing, and I turned with a little im­pa­tience. It was a re­fined ten­or voice that had ad­dressed me, and it was a re­fined ten­or-look­ing man whom I saw. He was young and fat­tish, with a Jovi­an coif­fure and pince-nez at­tached to a black cord.

			“Par­don me,” said this young man, “but are you a mem­ber of the Pen and Ink Club?”

			My mo­ment­ary an­noy­ance van­ished, for it sud­denly oc­curred to me that, looked at in the prop­er light, it was really ex­tremely flat­ter­ing, this staunch re­fus­al on the part of these people to en­ter­tain the be­lief that I could be one of them. No doubt, I felt, they were tak­ing up the po­s­i­tion of the pro­pri­et­or of a cer­tain nightclub, who, when sued for de­fam­a­tion of char­ac­ter by a young lady to whom he had re­fused ad­mit­tance on the ground that she was not a fit per­son to as­so­ci­ate with his mem­bers, ex­plained to the court that he had meant it as a com­pli­ment.

			“No, thank Heav­en!” I replied.

			“Then what—”

			“Press tick­et,” I ex­plained.

			“Press tick­et? What pa­per?”

			“So­ci­ety.”

			There was noth­ing of the Ju­lia Ukridge spir­it in this young man, no in­grained pride which kept him aloof and out­wardly in­dif­fer­ent. He beamed like the rising sun. He grasped my arm and kneaded it. He gam­bolled about me like a young lamb in the spring­time.

			“My dear fel­low!” he ex­claimed, ex­uber­antly, and clutched my arm more firmly, lest even now I might elude him. “My dear fel­low, I really must apo­lo­gise. I would not have ques­tioned you, but there are some per­sons present who were not in­vited. I met a man only a mo­ment ago who said that he had bought a tick­et. Some ab­surd mis­take. There were no tick­ets for sale. I was about to ques­tion him fur­ther, but he dis­ap­peared in­to the crowd and I have not seen him since. This is a quite private dance, open only to mem­bers of the club. Come with me, my dear fel­low, and I will give you a few par­tic­u­lars which you may find of use for your art­icle.”

			He led me res­ol­utely in­to a small room off the floor, closed the door to pre­vent es­cape, and, on the prin­ciple on which you rub a cat’s paws with but­ter to in­duce it to settle down in a new home, began to fuss about with whisky and ci­gar­ettes.

			“Do, do sit down.”

			I sat down.

			“First, about this club. The Pen and Ink Club is the only really ex­clus­ive or­gan­isa­tion of its kind in Lon­don. We pride ourselves on the fact. We are to the lit­er­ary world what Brooks’s and the Carlton are to the so­cial. Mem­bers are elec­ted solely by in­vit­a­tion. Elec­tion, in short, you un­der­stand, is in the nature of an ac­col­ade. We have ex­actly one hun­dred mem­bers, and we in­clude only those writers who in our opin­ion pos­sess vis­ion.”

			“And the big, broad, flex­ible out­look?”

			“I beg your par­don?”

			“Noth­ing.”

			“The names of most of those here to­night must be very fa­mil­i­ar to you.”

			“I know Miss Ukridge, the pres­id­ent,” I said.

			A faint, al­most im­per­cept­ible shad­ow passed over the stout young man’s face. He re­moved his pince-nez and pol­ished them with a touch of dis­fa­vour. There was a rather flat note in his voice.

			“Ah, yes,” he said, “Ju­lia Ukridge. A dear soul, but between ourselves, strictly between ourselves, not a great deal of help in an ex­ec­ut­ive ca­pa­city.”

			“No!”

			“No. In con­fid­ence, I do all the work. I am the club’s sec­ret­ary. My name, by the way, is Charlton Prout. You may know it?”

			He eyed me wist­fully, and I felt that some­thing ought to be done about him. He was much too sleek, and he had no right to do his hair like that.

			“Of course,” I said. “I have read all your books.”

			“Really?”

			“A Shriek in the Night. Who Killed Jasper Bos­som?—all of them.”

			He stiffened aus­terely.

			“You must be con­fus­ing me with some oth­er—ah—writer,” he said. “My work is on some­what dif­fer­ent lines. The re­view­ers usu­ally de­scribe the sort of thing I do as Pas­tels in Prose. My best-liked book, I be­lieve, is Grey Myrtles. Dun­stable’s brought it out last year. It was ex­ceed­ingly well re­ceived. And I do a good deal of crit­ic­al work for the bet­ter class of re­view.” He paused. “If you think it would in­terest your read­ers,” he said, with a de­prec­at­ing wave of the hand, “I will send you a pho­to­graph. Pos­sibly your ed­it­or would like to use it.”

			“I bet he would.”

			“A pho­to­graph some­how seems to—as it were—set off an art­icle of this kind.”

			“That,” I replied, cor­di­ally, “is what it doesn’t do noth­ing else but.”

			“And you won’t for­get Grey Myrtles. Well, if you have fin­ished your ci­gar­ette, we might be re­turn­ing to the ball­room. These people rather rely on me to keep things go­ing, you know.”

			A burst of mu­sic greeted us as he opened the door, and even in that first mo­ment I had an odd feel­ing that it soun­ded dif­fer­ent. That tinny sound had gone from it. And as we de­bouched from be­hind a pot­ted palm and came in sight of the floor, I real­ised why.

			The floor was full. It was crammed, jammed, and over­flow­ing. Where couples had moved as single spies, they were now in bat­talions. The place was alive with noise and laughter. These people might, as my com­pan­ion had said, be re­ly­ing on him to keep things go­ing, but they seemed to have been get­ting along un­com­monly well in his ab­sence. I paused and sur­veyed the mob in as­ton­ish­ment. I could not make the man’s fig­ures bal­ance.

			“I thought you said the Pen and Ink Club had only a hun­dred mem­bers.”

			The sec­ret­ary was fum­bling for his glasses. He had an al­most Ukridge-like knack of drop­ping his pince-nez in mo­ments of emo­tion.

			“It—it has,” he stammered.

			“Well, read­ing from left to right, I make it near­er sev­en hun­dred.”

			“I can­not un­der­stand it.”

			“Per­haps they have been hav­ing a new elec­tion and let­ting in some writers without vis­ion,” I sug­ges­ted.

			I was aware of Miss Ukridge bear­ing down upon us, brist­ling.

			“Mr. Prout!”

			The tal­en­ted young au­thor of Grey Myrtles leaped con­vuls­ively.

			“Yes, Miss Ukridge?”

			“Who are all these people?”

			“I—I don’t know,” said the tal­en­ted young man.

			“You don’t know! It’s your busi­ness to know. You are the sec­ret­ary of the club. I sug­gest that you find out as quickly as pos­sible who they are and what they ima­gine they are do­ing here.”

			The goaded sec­ret­ary had some­thing of the air of a man lead­ing a for­lorn hope, and his ears had turned bright pink, but he went at it bravely. A se­rene-look­ing man with a light mous­tache and a made-up tie was passing, and he sprang upon him like a stout­ish leo­pard.

			“Ex­cuse me, sir.”

			“Eh?”

			“Will you kindly—would you mind—par­don me if I ask—”

			“What are you do­ing here?” de­man­ded Miss Ukridge, curtly, cut­ting in on his flounder­ings with a mas­ter­ful im­pa­tience. “How do you come to be at this dance?”

			The man seemed sur­prised.

			“Who, me?” he said. “I came with the rest of ’em.”

			“What do you mean, the rest of them?”

			“The mem­bers of the Warner’s Stores So­cial and Out­ing Club.”

			“But this is the dance of the Pen and Ink Club,” bleated Mr. Prout.

			“Some mis­take,” said the oth­er, con­fid­ently. “It’s a bloom­er of some kind. Here,” he ad­ded, beck­on­ing to a portly gen­tle­man of middle age who was bust­ling by, “you’d bet­ter have a talk with our hon. sec. He’ll know. Mr. Biggs, this gen­tle­man seems to think there’s been some mis­take about this dance.”

			Mr. Biggs stopped, looked, and listened. Seen at close range, he had a force­ful, de­term­ined air. I liked his looks.

			“May I in­tro­duce Mr. Charlton Prout?” I said. “Au­thor of Grey Myrtles. Mr. Prout,” I went on, as this seemed to make little or no sen­sa­tion, “is the sec­ret­ary of the Pen and Ink Club.”

			“I’m the sec­ret­ary of the Warner’s Stores So­cial and Out­ing Club,” said Mr. Biggs.

			The two sec­ret­ar­ies eyed each oth­er war­ily, like two dogs.

			“But what are you do­ing here?” moaned Mr. Prout, in a voice like the wind in the tree­tops. “This is a private dance.”

			“Noth­ing of the kind,” said Mr. Biggs, res­ol­utely. “I per­son­ally bought tick­ets for all my mem­bers.”

			“But there were no tick­ets for sale. The dance was for the ex­clus­ive—”

			“It’s per­fectly evid­ent that you have come to the wrong hall or chosen the wrong even­ing,” snapped Miss Ukridge, ab­ruptly su­per­sed­ing Mr. Prout in the su­preme com­mand. I did not blame her for feel­ing a little im­pa­tient. The sec­ret­ary was hand­ling the cam­paign very feebly.

			The man be­hind the Warner’s Stores So­cial and Out­ing Club cocked a po­lite but bel­li­ger­ent eye at this new en­emy. I liked his looks more than ever. This was a man who would fight it out on these lines if it took all the sum­mer.

			“I have not the hon­our of this lady’s ac­quaint­ance,” he said, smoothly, but with a gradu­ally red­den­ing eye. The Biggses, that eye seemed to say, were loath to war upon wo­men, but if the wo­men asked for it they could be men of iron, ruth­less. “Might I ask who this lady is?”

			“This is our pres­id­ent.”

			“Happy to meet you, ma’am.”

			“Miss Ukridge,” ad­ded Mr. Prout, com­plet­ing the in­tro­duc­tion.

			The name ap­peared to strike a chord in Mr. Biggs. He bent for­ward and a gleam of tri­umph came in­to his eyes.

			“Ukridge, did you say?”

			“Miss Ju­lia Ukridge.”

			“Then it’s all right,” said Mr. Biggs, briskly. “There’s been no mis­take. I bought our tick­ets from a gen­tle­man named Ukridge. I got sev­en hun­dred at five bob apiece, re­duc­tion for tak­ing a quant­ity and ten per­cent dis­count for cash. If Mr. Ukridge ac­ted con­trary to in­struc­tions, it’s too late to rem­edy the mat­ter now. You should have made it clear to him what you wanted him to do be­fore he went and did it.”

			And with this ex­tremely sound sen­ti­ment the hon­or­ary sec­ret­ary of the Warner’s Stores So­cial and Out­ing Club turned on the heel of his shin­ing dan­cing-pump and was gone. And I, too, sauntered away. There seemed noth­ing to keep me. As I went, I looked over my shoulder. The au­thor of Grey Myrtles ap­peared to be en­ter­ing upon the open­ing stages of what prom­ised to be a pain­ful tête-à-tête. My heart bled for him. If ever a man was blame­less Mr. Prout was, but the pres­id­ent of the Pen and Ink Club was not the wo­man to al­low a trifle like that to stand in her way.

			“Oh, it just came to me, lad­die,” said Stan­ley Feath­er­stone­haugh Ukridge mod­estly, in­ter­viewed later by our rep­res­ent­at­ive. “You know me. One mo­ment mind a blank, then—bing!—some dashed co­lossal idea. It was your show­ing me that tick­et for the dance that set me think­ing. And I happened to meet a bloke in a pub who worked in Warner’s Stores. Nice fel­low, with a fair amount of pimples. Told me their So­cial and Out­ing Club was work­ing up for its semi­an­nu­al beano. One thing led to an­oth­er, I got him to in­tro­duce me to the hon. sec., and we came to terms. I liked the man, lad­die. Great treat to meet a bloke with a good, level busi­ness head. We settled the de­tails in no time. Well, I don’t mind telling you, Corky my boy, that at last for the first time in many years I be­gin to see my way clear. I’ve got a bit of cap­it­al now. After send­ing poor little Dora her hun­dred, I shall have at least fifty quid left over. Fifty quid! My dear old son, you may take it from me that there’s no lim­it—ab­so­lutely no lim­it—to what I can ac­com­plish with fifty o’gob­lins in my kick. From now on I see my way clear. My feet are on sol­id ground. The world, lad­die, is my oyster. Noth­ing can stop me from mak­ing a co­lossal for­tune. I’m not ex­ag­ger­at­ing, old horse—a co­lossal for­tune. Why, by a year from now I cal­cu­late, at a con­ser­vat­ive es­tim­ate—”

			Our rep­res­ent­at­ive then with­drew.

		
	
		
			No Wedding Bells for Him

			To Ukridge, as might be ex­pec­ted from one of his sunny op­tim­ism, the whole af­fair has long since come to present it­self in the light of yet an­oth­er proof of the way in which all things in this world of ours work to­geth­er for good. In it, from start to fin­ish, he sees the fin­ger of Provid­ence; and, when mar­shalling evid­ence to sup­port his the­ory that a means of es­cape from the most for­mid­able per­ils will al­ways be vouch­safed to the right­eous and de­serving, this is the epis­ode which he ad­vances as Ex­hib­it A.

			The thing may be said to have had its be­gin­ning in the Hay­mar­ket one af­ter­noon to­wards the middle of the sum­mer. We had been lunch­ing at my ex­pense at the Pall Mall Res­taur­ant, and as we came out a large and shiny car drew up be­side the kerb, and the chauf­feur, alight­ing, opened the bon­net and began to fiddle about in its in­teri­or with a pair of pli­ers. Had I been alone, a cas­u­al glance in passing would have con­ten­ted me, but for Ukridge the spec­tacle of some­body else work­ing al­ways had an ir­res­ist­ible fas­cin­a­tion, and, grip­ping my arm, he steered me up to as­sist him in giv­ing the toil­er mor­al sup­port. About two minutes after he had star­ted to breathe earn­estly on the man’s neck, the lat­ter, seem­ing to be­come aware that what was tick­ling his back hair was not some wan­der­ing June zephyr, looked up with a cer­tain petu­lance.

			“ ’Ere!” he said, protest­ingly. Then his an­noy­ance gave place to some­thing which—for a chauf­feur—ap­proached cor­di­al­ity. “ ’Ullo!” he ob­served.

			“Why, hallo, Fre­d­er­ick,” said Ukridge. “Didn’t re­cog­nise you. Is this the new car?”

			“Ah,” nod­ded the chauf­feur.

			“Pal of mine,” ex­plained Ukridge to me in a brief aside. “Met him in a pub.” Lon­don was con­ges­ted with pals whom Ukridge had met in pubs. “What’s the trouble?”

			“Miss­ing,” said Fre­d­er­ick the chauf­feur. “Soon ’ave her right.”

			His con­fid­ence in his skill was not mis­placed. After a short in­ter­val he straightened him­self, closed the bon­net, and wiped his hands.

			“Nice day,” he said.

			“Ter­rif­ic,” agreed Ukridge. “Where are you off to?”

			“Got to go to Adding­ton. Pick up the guv’nor, play­in’ golf there.” He seemed to hes­it­ate for a mo­ment, then the mel­low­ing in­flu­ence of the sum­mer sun­shine as­ser­ted it­self. “Like a ride as far as East Croy­don? Get a train back from there.”

			It was a hand­some of­fer, and one which neither Ukridge nor my­self felt dis­posed to de­cline. We climbed in, Fre­d­er­ick trod on the self-starter, and off we bowled, two gen­tle­men of fash­ion tak­ing their af­ter­noon air­ing. Speak­ing for my­self, I felt tran­quil and de­bon­air, and I have no reas­on to sup­pose that Ukridge was oth­er­wise. The de­plor­able in­cid­ent which now oc­curred was thus rendered doubly dis­tress­ing. We had stopped at the foot of the street to al­low the north­bound traffic to pass, when our pleas­ant after-lunch­eon tor­pid­ity was shattered by a sud­den and vi­ol­ent shout.

			“Hi!”

			That the shouter was ad­dress­ing us there was no room for doubt. He was stand­ing on the pave­ment not four feet away, glar­ing un­mis­tak­ably in­to our costly ton­neau—a stout, bearded man of middle age, un­suit­ably clad, con­sid­er­ing the weath­er and the sar­tori­al pre­ju­dices of So­ci­ety, in a frock-coat and a bowl­er hat. “Hi! You!” he bel­lowed, to the scan­dal of all good pass­ersby.

			Fre­d­er­ick the chauf­feur, after one swift glance of god­like dis­dain out of the corner of his left eye, had ceased to in­terest him­self in this un­dig­ni­fied ex­hib­i­tion on the part of one of the lower or­ders, but I was sur­prised to ob­serve that Ukridge was be­tray­ing all the dis­com­pos­ure of some wild thing taken in a trap. His face had turned crim­son and as­sumed a bulbous ex­pres­sion, and he was star­ing straight ahead of him with a piteous ef­fort to ig­nore what mani­festly would not be ig­nored.

			“I’d like a word with you,” boomed the bearded one.

			And then mat­ters pro­ceeded with a good deal of rapid­ity. The traffic had be­gun to move on now, and as we moved with it, trav­el­ling with in­creas­ing speed, the man ap­peared to real­ise that if ’twere done ’twere well ’twere done quickly. He ex­ecuted a cum­ber­some leap and landed on our run­ning-board; and Ukridge, com­ing sud­denly to life, put out a large flat hand and pushed. The in­truder dropped off, and the last I saw of him he was stand­ing in the middle of the road, shak­ing his fist, in im­min­ent danger of be­ing run over by a num­ber three om­ni­bus.

			“Gosh!” sighed Ukridge, with some fe­ver­ish­ness.

			“What was it all about?” I en­quired.

			“Bloke I owe a bit of money to,” ex­plained Ukridge, tersely.

			“Ah!” I said, feel­ing that all had been made clear. I had nev­er be­fore ac­tu­ally seen one of Ukridge’s cred­it­ors in ac­tion, but he had fre­quently giv­en me to un­der­stand that they lurked all over Lon­don like leo­pards in the jungle, wait­ing to spring on him. There were cer­tain streets down which he would nev­er walk for fear of what might be­fall.

			“Been trail­ing me like a blood­hound for two years,” said Ukridge. “Keeps bob­bing up when I don’t ex­pect him and turn­ing my hair white to the roots.”

			I was will­ing to hear more, and even hin­ted as much, but he re­lapsed in­to a moody si­lence. We were mov­ing at a brisk clip in­to Clapham Com­mon when the second of the in­cid­ents oc­curred which were to make this drive linger in the memory. Just as we came in sight of the Com­mon, a fool of a girl loomed up right be­fore our front wheels. She had been cross­ing the road, and now, after the man­ner of her spe­cies, she lost her head. She was a large, silly-look­ing girl, and she dar­ted to and fro like a lun­at­ic hen; and as Ukridge and I rose sim­ul­tan­eously from our seats, clutch­ing each oth­er in agony, she tripped over her feet and fell. But Fre­d­er­ick, mas­ter of his craft, had the situ­ation well in hand. He made an in­spired swerve, and when we stopped a mo­ment later, the girl was pick­ing her­self up, dusty, but still in one piece.

			These hap­pen­ings af­fect dif­fer­ent men in dif­fer­ent ways. In Fre­d­er­ick’s cold grey eye as he looked over his shoulder and backed the car there was only the weary scorn of a su­per­man for the nev­er-end­ing fol­lies of a wool­len-headed pro­let­ari­at. I, on the oth­er hand, had re­acted in a gust of nervous pro­fan­ity. And Ukridge, I per­ceived as I grew calmer, the af­fair had touched on his chiv­al­rous side. All the time we were back­ing he was mum­bling to him­self, and he was out of the car, bleat­ing apo­lo­gies, al­most be­fore we had stopped.

			“Aw­fully sorry. Might have killed you. Can’t for­give my­self.”

			The girl treated the af­fair in still an­oth­er way. She giggled. And some­how that brain­less laugh af­flic­ted me more than any­thing that had gone be­fore. It was not her fault, I sup­pose. This un­timely mirth was merely due to dis­ordered nerves. But I had taken a pre­ju­dice against her at first sight.

			“I do hope,” babbled Ukridge, “you aren’t hurt? Do tell me you aren’t hurt.”

			The girl giggled again. And she was at least twelve pounds too heavy to be a gig­gler. I wanted to pass on and for­get her.

			“No, reely, thanks.”

			“But shaken, what?”

			“I did come down a fair old bang,” chuckled this re­pel­lent fe­male.

			“I thought so. I was afraid so. Shaken. Gan­gli­ons vi­brat­ing. You must let me drive you home.”

			“Oh, it doesn’t mat­ter.”

			“I in­sist. Pos­it­ively I in­sist!”

			“ ’Ere!” said Fre­d­er­ick the chauf­feur, in a low, com­pel­ling voice.

			“Eh?”

			“Got to get on to Adding­ton.”

			“Yes, yes, yes,” said Ukridge, with testy im­pa­tience, quite the sei­gneur re­sent­ing in­ter­fer­ence from an un­der­ling. “But there’s plenty of time to drive this lady home. Can’t you see she’s shaken? Where can I take you?”

			“It’s only just round the corner in the next street. Bal­brig­gan the name of the house is.”

			“Bal­brig­gan, Fre­d­er­ick, in the next street,” said Ukridge, in a tone that brooked no ar­gu­ment.

			I sup­pose the spec­tacle of the daugh­ter of the house rolling up to the front door in a Daimler is un­usu­al in Pe­abody Road, Clapham Com­mon. At any rate, we had hardly drawn up when Bal­brig­gan began to ex­ude its oc­cu­pants in pla­toons. Fath­er, moth­er, three small sis­ters, and a brace of broth­ers were on the steps in the first ten seconds. They surged down the garden path in a sol­id mass.

			Ukridge was at his most spa­cious. Quickly es­tab­lish­ing him­self on the foot­ing of a friend of the fam­ily, he took charge of the whole af­fair. In­tro­duc­tions sped to and fro, and in a few mov­ing words he ex­plained the situ­ation, while I re­mained mute and in­sig­ni­fic­ant in my corner and Fre­d­er­ick the chauf­feur stared at his oil-gauge with a fathom­less eye.

			“Couldn’t have for­giv­en my­self, Mr. Price, if any­thing had happened to Miss Price. For­tu­nately my chauf­feur is an ex­cel­lent driver and swerved just in time. You showed great pres­ence of mind, Fre­d­er­ick,” said Ukridge, hand­somely, “great pres­ence of mind.”

			Fre­d­er­ick con­tin­ued to gaze aloofly at his oil-gauge.

			“What a lovely car, Mr. Ukridge!” said the moth­er of the fam­ily.

			“Yes?” said Ukridge, air­ily. “Yes, quite a good old ma­chine.”

			“Can you drive your­self?” asked the smal­ler of the two small broth­ers, rev­er­ently.

			“Oh, yes. Yes. But I gen­er­ally use Fre­d­er­ick for town work.”

			“Would you and your friend care to come in for a cup of tea?” said Mrs. Price.

			I could see Ukridge hes­it­ate. He had only re­cently fin­ished an ex­cel­lent lunch, but there was that about the of­fer of a free meal which nev­er failed to touch a chord in him. At this point, how­ever, Fre­d­er­ick spoke.

			“ ’Ere!” said Fre­d­er­ick.

			“Eh?”

			“Got to get on to Adding­ton,” said Fre­d­er­ick, firmly.

			Ukridge star­ted as one waked from a dream. I really be­lieve he had suc­ceeded in per­suad­ing him­self that the car be­longed to him.

			“Of course, yes. I was for­get­ting. I have to be at Adding­ton al­most im­me­di­ately. Prom­ised to pick up some golf­ing friends. Some oth­er time, eh?”

			“Any time you’re in the neigh­bour­hood, Mr. Ukridge,” said Mr. Price, beam­ing upon the pop­u­lar pet.

			“Thanks, thanks.”

			“Tell me, Mr. Ukridge,” said Mrs. Price. “I’ve been won­der­ing ever since you told me your name. It’s such an un­usu­al one. Are you any re­la­tion to the Miss Ukridge who writes books?”

			“My aunt,” beamed Ukridge.

			“No, really? I do love her stor­ies so. Tell me—”

			Fre­d­er­ick, whom I could not suf­fi­ciently ad­mire, here broke off what prom­ised to be a lengthy lit­er­ary dis­cus­sion by tread­ing on the self-starter, and we drove off in a flurry of good wishes and in­vit­a­tions. I rather fancy I heard Ukridge, as he leaned over the back of the car, prom­ising to bring his aunt round to Sunday sup­per some time. He re­sumed his seat as we turned the corner and at once began to mor­al­ise.

			“Al­ways sow the good seed, lad­die. Ab­so­lutely noth­ing to beat the good seed. Nev­er lose the chance of es­tab­lish­ing your­self. It is the secret of a suc­cess­ful life. Just a few gen­i­al words, you see, and here I am with a place I can al­ways pop in­to for a bite when funds are low.”

			I was shocked at his sor­did out­look, and said so. He re­buked me out of his lar­ger wis­dom.

			“It’s all very well to take that at­ti­tude, Corky my boy, but do you real­ise that a fam­ily like that has cold beef, baked pota­toes, pickles, salad, blanc­mange, and some sort of cheese every Sunday night after Di­vine ser­vice? There are mo­ments in a man’s life, lad­die, when a spot of cold beef with blanc­mange to fol­low means more than words can tell.”

			It was about a week later that I happened to go to the Brit­ish Mu­seum to gath­er ma­ter­i­al for one of those brightly in­form­at­ive art­icles of mine which ap­peared from time to time in the weekly pa­pers. I was wan­der­ing through the place, ac­cu­mu­lat­ing data, when I came upon Ukridge with a small boy at­tached to each hand. He seemed a trifle weary, and he wel­comed me with some­thing of the grat­i­fic­a­tion of the ship­wrecked mar­iner who sights a sail.

			“Run along and im­prove your bally minds, you kids,” he said to the chil­dren. “You’ll find me here when you’ve fin­ished.”

			“All right, Uncle Stan­ley,” chor­used the chil­dren.

			“Uncle Stan­ley?” I said, ac­cus­ingly.

			He winced a little. I had to give him cred­it for that.

			“Those are the Price kids. From Clapham.”

			“I re­mem­ber them.”

			“I’m tak­ing them out for the day. Must re­pay hos­pit­al­ity, Corky my boy.”

			“Then you have really been in­flict­ing your­self on those un­for­tu­nate people?”

			“I have looked in from time to time,” said Ukridge, with dig­nity.

			“It’s just over a week since you met them. How of­ten have you looked in?”

			“Couple of times, per­haps. Maybe three.”

			“To meals?”

			“There was a bit of brows­ing go­ing on,” ad­mit­ted Ukridge.

			“And now you’re Uncle Stan­ley!”

			“Fine, warm­hearted people,” said Ukridge, and it seemed to me that he spoke with a touch of de­fi­ance. “Made me one of the fam­ily right from the be­gin­ning. Of course, it cuts both ways. This af­ter­noon, for in­stance, I got landed with those kids. But, all in all, tak­ing the rough with the smooth, it has worked out dis­tinctly on the right side of the ledger. I own I’m not over keen on the hymns after Sunday sup­per, but the sup­per, lad­die, is un­deni­able. As good a bit of cold beef,” said Ukridge, dream­ily, “as I ever chewed.”

			“Greedy brute,” I said, cen­sori­ously.

			“Must keep body and soul to­geth­er, old man. Of course, there are one or two things about the busi­ness that are a bit em­bar­rass­ing. For in­stance, some­how or oth­er they seem to have got the idea that that car we turned up in that day be­longs to me, and the kids are al­ways pes­ter­ing me to take them for a ride. For­tu­nately I’ve man­aged to square Fre­d­er­ick, and he thinks he can ar­range for a spin or two dur­ing the next few days. And then Mrs. Price keeps ask­ing me to bring my aunt round for a cup of tea and a chat, and I haven’t the heart to tell her that my aunt ab­so­lutely and fi­nally dis­owned me the day after that busi­ness of the dance.”

			“You didn’t tell me that.”

			“Didn’t I? Oh, yes. I got a let­ter from her say­ing that as far as she was con­cerned I had ceased to ex­ist. I thought it showed a nasty, nar­row spir­it, but I can’t say I was al­to­geth­er sur­prised. Still, it makes it awk­ward when Mrs. Price wants to get matey with her. I’ve had to tell her that my aunt is a chron­ic in­val­id and nev­er goes out, be­ing prac­tic­ally bedrid­den. I find all this a bit wear­ing, lad­die.”

			“I sup­pose so.”

			“You see,” said Ukridge, “I dis­like sub­ter­fuge.”

			There seemed no pos­sib­il­ity of his beat­ing this, so I left the man and re­sumed my re­searches.

			After this I was out of town for a few weeks, tak­ing my an­nu­al va­ca­tion. When I got back to Ebury Street, Bowles, my land­lord, after com­pli­ment­ing me in a stately way on my sun­burned ap­pear­ance, in­formed me that George Tup­per had called sev­er­al times while I was away.

			“Ap­peared re­mark­ably anxious to see you, sir.”

			I was sur­prised at this. George Tup­per was al­ways glad—or seemed to be glad—to see an old school friend when I called upon him, but he rarely sought me out in my home.

			“Did he say what he wanted?”

			“No, sir. He left no mes­sage. He merely en­quired as to the prob­able date of your re­turn and ex­pressed a de­sire that you would vis­it him as soon as con­veni­ent.”

			“I’d bet­ter go and see him now.”

			“It might be ad­vis­able, sir.”

			I found George Tup­per at the For­eign Of­fice, sur­roun­ded by im­port­ant-look­ing pa­pers.

			“Here you are at last!” cried George, re­sent­fully, it seemed to me. “I thought you were nev­er com­ing back.”

			“I had a splen­did time, thanks very much for ask­ing,” I replied. “Got the roses back to my cheeks.”

			George, who seemed far from his usu­al tran­quil self, briefly cursed my cheeks and their roses.

			“Look here,” he said, ur­gently, “some­thing’s got to be done. Have you seen Ukridge yet?”

			“Not yet. I thought I would look him up this even­ing.”

			“You’d bet­ter. Do you know what has happened? That poor ass has gone and got him­self en­gaged to be mar­ried to a girl at Clapham!”

			“What?”

			“En­gaged! Girl at Clapham! Clapham Com­mon,” ad­ded George Tup­per, as if in his opin­ion that made the mat­ter even worse.

			“You’re jok­ing!”

			“I’m not jok­ing,” said George peev­ishly. “Do I look as if I were jok­ing? I met him in Bat­ter­sea Park with her, and he in­tro­duced me. She re­minded me,” said George Tup­per, shiv­er­ing slightly, for that fear­ful even­ing had seared his soul deeply, “of that ghastly fe­male in pink he brought with him the night I gave you two din­ner at the Re­gent Grill—the one who talked at the top of her voice all the time about her aunt’s stom­ach-trouble.”

			Here I think he did Miss Price an in­justice. She had struck me dur­ing our brief ac­quaint­ance as some­thing of a blister, but I had nev­er quite classed her with Bat­tling Bill­son’s Flos­sie.

			“Well, what do you want me to do?” I asked, not, I think, un­reas­on­ably.

			“You’ve got to think of some way of get­ting him out of it. I can’t do any­thing. I’m busy all day.”

			“So am I busy.”

			“Busy my left foot!” said George Tup­per, who in mo­ments of strong emo­tion was apt to re­lapse in­to the phras­eo­logy of school days and ex­press him­self in a very un-For­eign Of­fi­cial man­ner. “About once a week you work up en­ergy enough to write a rot­ten art­icle for some rag of a pa­per on ‘Should Cur­ates Kiss?’ or some silly sub­ject, and the rest of the time you loaf about with Ukridge. It’s ob­vi­ously your job to dis­en­tangle the poor idi­ot.”

			“But how do you know he wants to be dis­en­tangled? It seems to me you’re jump­ing pretty read­ily to con­clu­sions. It’s all very well for you blood­less of­fi­cials to sneer at the holy pas­sion, but it’s love, as I some­times say, that makes the world go round. Ukridge prob­ably feels that un­til now he nev­er real­ised what true hap­pi­ness could mean.”

			“Does he?” snorted George Tup­per. “Well, he didn’t look it when I met him. He looked like—well, do you re­mem­ber when he went in for the heavy­weights at school and that chap in Sey­mour’s house hit him in the wind in the first round? That’s how he looked when he was in­tro­du­cing the girl to me.”

			I am bound to say the com­par­is­on im­pressed me. It is odd how these little in­cid­ents of one’s boy­hood linger in the memory. Across the years I could see Ukridge now, half doubled up, one gloved hand caress­ing his dia­phragm, a stunned and hor­ri­fied be­wil­der­ment in his eyes. If his bear­ing as an en­gaged man had re­minded George Tup­per of that oc­ca­sion, it cer­tainly did seem as if the time had come for his friends to rally round him.

			“You seem to have taken on the job of act­ing as a sort of un­of­fi­cial keep­er to the man,” said George. “You’ll have to help him now.”

			“Well, I’ll go and see him.”

			“The whole thing is too ab­surd,” said George Tup­per. “How can Ukridge get mar­ried to any­one! He hasn’t a bob in the world.”

			“I’ll point that out to him. He’s prob­ably over­looked it.”

			It was my cus­tom when I vis­ited Ukridge at his lodgings to stand un­der­neath his win­dow and bel­low his name—upon which, if at home and re­ceiv­ing, he would lean out and drop me down his latch­key, thus avoid­ing troub­ling his land­lady to come up from the base­ment to open the door. A very ju­di­cious pro­ceed­ing, for his re­la­tions with that auto­crat were usu­ally in a some­what strained con­di­tion. I bel­lowed now, and his head popped out.

			“Hallo, lad­die!”

			It seemed to me, even at this long range, that there was some­thing pe­cu­li­ar about his face, but it was not till I had climbed the stairs to his room that I was able to be cer­tain. I then per­ceived that he had some­how man­aged to ac­quire a black eye, which, though past its first bloom, was still of an ex­traordin­ary rich­ness.

			“Great Scott!” I cried, star­ing at this dec­or­a­tion. “How and when?”

			Ukridge drew at his pipe moodily.

			“It’s a long story,” he said. “Do you re­mem­ber some people named Price at Clapham—”

			“You aren’t go­ing to tell me your fiancée has biffed you in the eye already?”

			“Have you heard?” said Ukridge, sur­prised. “Who told you I was en­gaged?”

			“George Tup­per. I’ve just been see­ing him.”

			“Oh, well, that saves a lot of ex­plan­a­tion. Lad­die,” said Ukridge, sol­emnly, “let this be a warn­ing to you. Nev­er—”

			I wanted facts, not mor­al­isings.

			“How did you get the eye?” I in­ter­rup­ted.

			Ukridge blew out a cloud of smoke and his oth­er eye glowed som­brely.

			“That was Ernie Finch,” he said, in a cold voice.

			“Who is Ernie Finch? I’ve nev­er heard of him.”

			“He’s a sort of friend of the fam­ily, and as far as I can make out was go­ing rather strong as re­gards Ma­bel till I came along. When we got en­gaged he was away, and no one ap­par­ently thought it worth while to tell him about it, and he came along one night and found me kiss­ing her good­bye in the front garden. Ob­serve how these things work out, Corky. The sight of him com­ing along sud­denly gave Ma­bel a start, and she screamed; the fact that she screamed gave this man Finch a totally wrong angle on the situ­ation; and this caused him, blast him, to rush up, yank off my glasses with one hand, and hit me with the oth­er right in the eye. And be­fore I could get at him the fam­ily were roused by Ma­bel’s screeches and came out and sep­ar­ated us and ex­plained that I was en­gaged to Ma­bel. Of course, when he heard that, the man apo­lo­gised. And I wish you could have seen the beastly smirk he gave when he was do­ing it. Then there was a bit of a row and old Price for­bade him the house. A fat lot of good that was? I’ve had to stay in­doors ever since wait­ing for the col­our-scheme to dim a bit.”

			“Of course,” I urged, “one can’t help be­ing sorry for the chap in a way.”

			“I can,” said Ukridge, em­phat­ic­ally. “I’ve reached the con­clu­sion that there is not room in this world for Ernie Finch and my­self, and I’m liv­ing in the hope of meet­ing him one of these nights down in a dark al­ley.”

			“You sneaked his girl,” I poin­ted out.

			“I don’t want his beastly girl,” said Ukridge, with un­gal­lant heat.

			“Then you really do want to get out of this thing?”

			“Of course I want to get out of it.”

			“But, if you feel like that, how on earth did you ever let it hap­pen?”

			“I simply couldn’t tell you, old horse,” said Ukridge, frankly. “It’s all a hor­rid blur. The whole af­fair was the most ghastly shock to me. It came ab­so­lutely out of a blue sky. I had nev­er so much as sus­pec­ted the pos­sib­il­ity of such a thing. All I know is that we found ourselves alone in the draw­ing-room after Sunday sup­per, and all of a sud­den the room be­came full of Prices of every de­scrip­tion bab­bling bless­ings. And there I was!”

			“But you must have giv­en them some­thing to go on.”

			“I was hold­ing her hand. I ad­mit that.”

			“Ah!”

			“Well, my gosh, I don’t see why there should have been such a fuss about that. What does a bit of hand-hold­ing amount to? The whole thing, Corky, my boy, boils down to the ques­tion, Is any man safe? It’s got so nowadays,” said Ukridge, with a strong sense of in­jury, “that you’ve only to throw a girl a kindly word, and the next thing you know you’re in the Lord Warden Hotel at Dover, pick­ing the rice out of your hair.”

			“Well, you must own that you were ask­ing for it. You rolled up in a new Daimler and put on enough dog for half a dozen mil­lion­aires. And you took the fam­ily for rides, didn’t you?”

			“Per­haps a couple of times.”

			“And talked about your aunt, I ex­pect, and how rich she was?”

			“I may have touched on my aunt oc­ca­sion­ally.”

			“Well, nat­ur­ally these people thought you were sent from heav­en. The wealthy son-in-law.” Ukridge pro­jec­ted him­self from the depths suf­fi­ciently to muster up the be­gin­nings of a faint smile of grat­i­fic­a­tion at the de­scrip­tion. Then his troubles swept him back again. “All you’ve got to do, if you want to get out of it, is to con­fess to them that you haven’t a bob.”

			“But, lad­die, that’s the dif­fi­culty. It’s a most un­for­tu­nate thing, but, as it hap­pens, I am on the eve of mak­ing an im­mense for­tune, and I’m afraid I hin­ted as much to them from time to time.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Since I saw you last I’ve put all my money in a book­maker’s busi­ness.”

			“How do you mean—all your money? Where did you get any money?”

			“You haven’t for­got­ten the fifty quid I made selling tick­ets for my aunt’s dance? And then I col­lec­ted a bit more here and there out of some ju­di­cious bets. So there it is. The firm is in a small way at present, but with the world full of mugs shov­ing and jost­ling one an­oth­er to back losers, the thing is a po­ten­tial gold­mine, and I’m a sleep­ing part­ner. It’s no good my try­ing to make these people be­lieve I’m hard up. They would simply laugh in my face and rush off and start breach-of-prom­ise ac­tions. Upon my Sam, it’s a little hard! Just when I have my foot firmly planted on the lad­der of suc­cess, this has to hap­pen.” He brooded in si­lence for awhile. “There’s just one scheme that oc­curred to me,” he said at length. “Would you have any ob­jec­tion to writ­ing an an­onym­ous let­ter?”

			“What’s the idea?”

			“I was just think­ing that, if you were to write them an an­onym­ous let­ter, ac­cus­ing me of all sorts of things—Might say I was mar­ried already.”

			“Not a bit of good.”

			“Per­haps you’re right,” said Ukridge, gloomily, and after a few minutes more of thought­ful si­lence I left him. I was stand­ing on the front steps when I heard him clat­ter­ing down the stairs.

			“Corky, old man!”

			“Hallo?”

			“I think I’ve got it,” said Ukridge, join­ing me on the steps. “Came to me in a flash a second ago. How would it be if someone were to go down to Clapham and pre­tend to be a de­tect­ive mak­ing en­quir­ies about me? Dashed sin­is­ter and mys­ter­i­ous, you know. A good deal of mean­ing nods and shakes of the head. Give the im­pres­sion that I was wanted for some­thing or oth­er. You get the idea? You would ask a lot of ques­tions and take notes in a book—”

			“How do you mean—I would?”

			Ukridge looked at me in pained sur­prise.

			“Surely, old horse, you wouldn’t ob­ject to do­ing a tri­fling ser­vice like this for an old friend?”

			“I would, strongly. And in any case, what would be the use of my go­ing? They’ve seen me.”

			“Yes, but they wouldn’t re­cog­nise you. Yours,” said Ukridge, in­gra­ti­at­ingly, “is an or­din­ary, mean­ing­less sort of face. Or one of those the­at­ric­al cos­tumi­er people would fit you out with a dis­guise—”

			“No!” I said, firmly. “I’m will­ing to do any­thing in reas­on to help you out of this mess, but I re­fuse to wear false whiskers for you or any­one.”

			“All right then,” said Ukridge, des­pond­ently; “in that case, there’s noth­ing to be—”

			At this mo­ment he dis­ap­peared. It was so swiftly done that he seemed to have been snatched up to heav­en. Only the search­ing odour of his power­ful to­bacco lingered to re­mind me that he had once been at my side, and only the slam of the front door told me where he had gone. I looked about, puzzled to ac­count for this ab­rupt de­par­ture, and as I did so heard gal­lop­ing foot­steps and per­ceived a stout, bearded gen­tle­man of middle age, clad in a frock-coat and a bowl­er hat. He was one of those men who, once seen, are not read­ily for­got­ten; and I re­cog­nised him at once. It was the cred­it­or, the bloke Ukridge owed a bit of money to, the man who had tried to board our car in the Hay­mar­ket. Halt­ing on the pave­ment be­low me, he re­moved the hat and dabbed at his fore­head with a large col­oured silk handker­chief.

			“Was that Mr. Small­weed you were talk­ing to?” he de­man­ded, gust­ily. He was ob­vi­ously touched in the wind.

			“No,” I replied, civilly. “No. Not Mr. Small­weed.”

			“You’re ly­ing to me, young man!” cried the cred­it­or, his voice rising in a too-fa­mil­i­ar shout. And at the words, as if they had been some ma­gic spell, the street seemed sud­denly to wake from slum­ber. It seethed with hu­man life. Maids popped out of win­dows, areas dis­gorged land­ladies, the very stones seemed to belch forth ex­cited spec­tat­ors. I found my­self the centre of at­trac­tion—and, for some reas­on which was bey­ond me, cast for the role of the vil­lain of the drama. What I had ac­tu­ally done to the poor old man, nobody ap­peared to know; but the school of thought which held that I had picked his pock­et and bru­tally as­saul­ted him had the largest num­ber of ad­her­ents, and there was a good deal of in­form­al talk of lynch­ing me. For­tu­nately a young man in a blue flan­nel suit, who had been one of the earli­est ar­rivals on the scene, con­sti­tuted him­self a peace­maker.

			“Come along, o’ man,” he said, sooth­ingly, his arm weav­ing it­self in­to that of the fer­ment­ing cred­it­or. “You don’t want to make your­self con­spicu­ous, do you?”

			“In there!” roared the cred­it­or, point­ing at the door.

			The crowd seemed to re­cog­nise that there had been an er­ror in its dia­gnos­is. The pre­val­ent opin­ion now was that I had kid­napped the man’s daugh­ter and was hold­ing her pris­on­er be­hind that sin­is­ter door. The move­ment in fa­vour of lynch­ing me be­came al­most uni­ver­sal.

			“Now, now!” said the young man, whom I was be­gin­ning to like more every minute.

			“I’ll kick the door in!”

			“Now, now! You don’t want to go do­ing any­thing silly or fool­ish,” pleaded the peace­maker. “There’ll be a po­lice­man along be­fore you know where you are, and you’ll look fool­ish if he finds you kick­ing up a silly row.”

			I must say that, if I had been in the bearded one’s place and had had right so in­dis­put­ably on my side, this ar­gu­ment would not have in­flu­enced me greatly, but I sup­pose re­spect­able cit­izens with a repu­ta­tion to lose have dif­fer­ent views on the im­port­ance of col­lid­ing with the po­lice, how­ever right they may be. The cred­it­or’s vi­ol­ence began to ebb. He hes­it­ated. He was plainly try­ing to ap­proach the mat­ter in the light of pure reas­on.

			“You know where the fel­low lives,” ar­gued the young man. “See what I mean? Meanter­say, you can come and find him whenev­er you like.”

			This, too, soun­ded thin to me. But it ap­peared to con­vince the in­jured man. He al­lowed him­self to be led away, and presently, the star hav­ing left the stage, the drama ceased to at­tract. The audi­ence melted away. Win­dows closed, areas emp­tied them­selves, and presently the street was giv­en over once more to the cat lunch­ing in the gut­ter and the cost­er hymning his Brus­sels sprouts.

			A hoarse voice spoke through the let­ter-box.

			“Has he gone, lad­die?”

			I put my mouth to the slit, and we talked to­geth­er like Pyra­mus and Thisbe.

			“Yes.”

			“You’re sure?”

			“Cer­tain.”

			“He isn’t lurk­ing round the corner some­where, wait­ing to pop out?”

			“No. He’s gone.”

			The door opened and an em­bittered Ukridge emerged.

			“It’s a little hard!” he said, quer­ulously. “You would scarcely cred­it it, Corky, but all that fuss was about a measly one pound two and three­pence for a rot­ten little clock­work man that broke the first time I wound it up. Ab­so­lutely the first time, old man! It’s not as if it had been a tan­dem bi­cycle, an en­lar­ging cam­era, a Kodak, and a ma­gic lan­tern.”

			I could not fol­low him.

			“Why should a clock­work man be a tan­dem bi­cycle and the rest of it?”

			“It’s like this,” said Ukridge. “There was a bi­cycle and pho­to­graph shop down near where I lived a couple of years ago, and I happened to see a tan­dem bi­cycle there which I rather liked the look of. So I ordered it pro­vi­sion­ally from this cove. Ab­so­lutely pro­vi­sion­ally, you un­der­stand. Also an en­lar­ging cam­era, a Kodak, and a ma­gic lan­tern. The goods were to be de­livered when I had made up my mind about them. Well, after about a week the fel­low asks if there are any fur­ther par­tic­u­lars I want to learn be­fore def­in­itely buy­ing the muck. I say I am con­sid­er­ing the mat­ter, and in the mean­time will he be good enough to let me have that little clock­work man in his win­dow which walks when wound up?”

			“Well?”

			“Well, damme,” said Ukridge, ag­grieved, “it didn’t walk. It broke the first time I tried to wind it. Then a few weeks went by and this bloke star­ted to make him­self dashed un­pleas­ant. Wanted me to pay him money! I reasoned with the blight­er. I said: ‘Now look here, my man, need we say any more about this? Really, I think you’ve come out of the thing ex­tremely well. Which,’ I said, ‘would you rather be owed for? A clock­work man, or a tan­dem bi­cycle, an en­lar­ging cam­era, a Kodak, and a ma­gic lan­tern?’ You’d think that would have been simple enough for the mean­est in­tel­lect, but no, he con­tin­ued to make a fuss, un­til fi­nally I had to move out of the neigh­bour­hood. For­tu­nately, I had giv­en him a false name—”

			“Why?”

			“Just an or­din­ary busi­ness pre­cau­tion,” ex­plained Ukridge.

			“I see.”

			“I looked on the mat­ter as closed. But ever since then he has been bound­ing out at me when I least ex­pect him. Once, by gad, he nearly nailed me in the middle of the Strand, and I had to leg it like a hare up Bur­leigh Street and through Cov­ent Garden. I’d have been collared to a cer­tainty, only he tripped over a bas­ket of pota­toes. It’s per­se­cu­tion, damme, that’s what it is—per­se­cu­tion!”

			“Why don’t you pay the man?” I sug­ges­ted.

			“Corky, old horse,” said Ukridge, with evid­ent dis­ap­prov­al of these reck­less fisc­al meth­ods, “talk sense. How can I pay the man? Apart from the fact that at this stage of my ca­reer it would be mad­ness to start fling­ing money right and left, there’s the prin­ciple of the thing!”

			The im­me­di­ate res­ult of this dis­turb­ing epis­ode was that Ukridge, pack­ing his be­long­ings in a small suit­case and re­luct­antly dis­gor­ging a week’s rent in lieu of no­tice, softly and si­lently van­ished away from his own lodgings and came to dwell in mine, to the acute grat­i­fic­a­tion of Bowles, who greeted his ar­rival with a sol­emn joy and brooded over him at din­ner the first night like a fath­er over a long-lost son. I had of­ten giv­en him sanc­tu­ary be­fore in his hour of need, and he settled down with the easy smooth­ness of an old cam­paign­er. He was good enough to de­scribe my little place as a home from home, and said that he had half a mind to stay on and end his de­clin­ing years there.

			I can­not say that this sug­ges­tion gave me the rap­tur­ous pleas­ure it seemed to give Bowles, who nearly dropped the potato dish in his emo­tion; but still I must say that on the whole the man was not an ex­act­ing guest. His prac­tice of nev­er rising be­fore lunch­time en­sured me those morn­ings of un­dis­turbed solitude which are so ne­ces­sary to the young writer if he is to give In­ter­est­ing Bits of his best; and if I had work to do in the even­ings he was al­ways ready to toddle down­stairs and smoke a pipe with Bowles, whom he seemed to find as con­geni­al a com­pan­ion as Bowles found him. His only de­fect, in­deed, was the habit he had de­veloped of look­ing in on me in my bed­room at all hours of the night to dis­cuss some new scheme de­signed to re­lieve him of his hon­our­able ob­lig­a­tions to Miss Ma­bel Price, of Bal­brig­gan, Pe­abody Road, Clapham Com­mon. My out­spoken re­marks on this be­ha­viour checked him for forty-eight hours, but at three o’clock on the Sunday morn­ing that ended the first week of his vis­it light flash­ing out above my head told me that he was in again.

			“I think, lad­die,” I heard a sat­is­fied voice re­mark, as a heavy weight des­cen­ded on my toes, “I think, lad­die, that at last I have hit the bull’s-eye and rung the bell. Hats off to Bowles, without whom I would nev­er have got the idea. It was only when he told me the plot of that story he is read­ing that I began to see day­light. Listen, old man,” said Ukridge, set­tling him­self more com­fort­ably on my feet, “and tell me if you don’t think I am on to a good thing. About a couple of days be­fore Lord Claude Tre­maine was to marry An­gela Bracebridge, the most beau­ti­ful girl in Lon­don—”

			“What the dev­il are you talk­ing about? And do you know what the time is?”

			“Nev­er mind the time, Corky my boy. To­mor­row is the day of rest and you can sleep on till an ad­vanced hour. I was telling you the plot of this Prim­rose Nov­el­ette thing that Bowles is read­ing.”

			“You haven’t woken me up at three in the morn­ing to tell me the plot of a rot­ten nov­el­ette!”

			“You haven’t been listen­ing, old man,” said Ukridge, with gentle re­proach. “I was say­ing that it was this plot that gave me my big idea. To cut it fairly short, as you seem in a strange mood, this Lord Claude bloke, hav­ing had a rummy pain in his left side, went to see a doc­tor a couple of days be­fore the wed­ding, and the doc gave him the start of his young life by telling him that he had only six months to live. There’s a lot more of it, of course, and in the end it turns out that the fool of a doc­tor was all wrong; but what I’m driv­ing at is that this de­vel­op­ment ab­so­lutely put the bee on the wed­ding. Every­body sym­path­ised with Claude and said it was out of the ques­tion that he could dream of get­ting mar­ried. So it sud­denly oc­curred to me, lad­die, that here was the scheme of a life­time. I’m go­ing to sup­per at Bal­brig­gan to­mor­row, and what I want you to do is simply to—”

			“You can stop right there,” I said, with emo­tion. “I know what you want me to do. You want me to come along with you, dis­guised in a top hat and a steth­o­scope, and ex­plain to these people that I am a Har­ley Street spe­cial­ist, and have been sound­ing you and have dis­covered that you are in the last stages of heart-dis­ease.”

			“Noth­ing of the kind, old man, noth­ing of the kind. I wouldn’t dream of ask­ing you to do any­thing like that.”

			“Yes, you would, if you had happened to think of it.”

			“Well, as a mat­ter of fact, since you men­tion it,” said Ukridge, thought­fully, “it wouldn’t be a bad scheme. But if you don’t feel like tak­ing it on—”

			“I don’t.”

			“Well, then, all I want you to do is to come to Bal­brig­gan at about nine. Sup­per will be over by then. No sense,” said Ukridge, thought­fully, “in miss­ing sup­per. Come to Bal­brig­gan at about nine, ask for me, and tell me in front of the gang that my aunt is dan­ger­ously ill.”

			“What’s the sense in that?”

			“You aren’t show­ing that clear, keen in­tel­li­gence of which I have of­ten spoken so highly, Corky. Don’t you see? The news is a ter­rible shock to me. It bowls me over. I clutch at my heart—”

			“They’ll see through it in a second.”

			“I ask for wa­ter—”

			“Ah, that’s a con­vin­cing touch. That’ll make them real­ise you aren’t your­self.”

			“And after awhile we leave. In fact, we leave as quickly as we jolly well can. You see what hap­pens? I have es­tab­lished the fact that my heart is weak, and in a few days I write and say I’ve been looked over and the wed­ding must un­for­tu­nately be off be­cause—”

			“Damned silly idea!”

			“Corky my boy,” said Ukridge gravely, “to a man as up against it as I am no idea is silly that looks as if it might work. Don’t you think this will work?”

			“Well, it might, of course,” I ad­mit­ted.

			“Then I shall have a dash at it. I can rely on you to do your part?”

			“How am I sup­posed to know that your aunt is ill?”

			“Per­fectly simple. They phoned from her house, and you are the only per­son who knows where I’m spend­ing the even­ing.”

			“And will you swear that this is really all you want me to do?”

			“Ab­so­lutely all.”

			“No get­ting me there and let­ting me in for some­thing foul?”

			“My dear old man!”

			“All right,” I said. “I feel in my bones that some­thing’s go­ing to go wrong, but I sup­pose I’ve got to do it.”

			“Spoken like a true friend,” said Ukridge.

			At nine o’clock on the fol­low­ing even­ing I stood on the steps of Bal­brig­gan wait­ing for my ring at the bell to be answered. Cats prowled furt­ively in the purple dusk, and from be­hind a lighted win­dow on the ground floor of the house came the tinkle of a pi­ano and the sound of voices raised in one of the more mourn­ful types of hymn. I re­cog­nised Ukridge’s above the rest. He was ex­press­ing with a vigour which nearly cracked the glass a de­sire to be as a little child washed clean of sin, and it some­how seemed to deep­en my already sub­stan­tial gloom. Long ex­per­i­ence of Ukridge’s in­geni­ous schemes had giv­en me a fa­tal­ist­ic feel­ing with re­gard to them. With whatever fair pro­spects I star­ted out to co­oper­ate with him on these oc­ca­sions, I al­most in­vari­ably found my­self en­tangled soon­er or later in some night­mare im­broglio.

			The door opened. A maid ap­peared.

			“Is Mr. Ukridge here?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Could I see him for a mo­ment?”

			I fol­lowed her in­to the draw­ing-room.

			“Gen­tle­man to see Mr. Ukridge, please,” said the maid, and left me to do my stuff.

			I was aware of a pe­cu­li­ar feel­ing. It was a sort of dry-mouthed pan­ic, and I sud­denly re­cog­nised it as the same help­less stage-fright which I had ex­per­i­enced years be­fore on the oc­ca­sion when, the old place pre­sum­ably be­ing short of tal­ent, I had been picked on to sing a solo at the an­nu­al con­cert at school. I gazed upon the room­ful of Prices, and words failed me. Near the book­shelf against the wall was a stuffed seagull of black­guardly as­pect, sus­pen­ded with out­stretched wings by a piece of string. It had a gap­ing gam­boge beak and its eye was bright and sar­don­ic. I found my­self gaz­ing at it in a hyp­not­ised man­ner. It seemed to see through me at a glance.

			It was Ukridge who came to the res­cue. In­cred­ibly at his ease in this fright­ful room, he ad­vanced to wel­come me, resplen­dent in a morn­ing-coat, pat­ent-leath­er shoes, and tie, all of which I re­cog­nised as my prop­erty. As al­ways when he looted my ward­robe, he ex­uded wealth and re­spect­ab­il­ity.

			“Want to see me, lad­die?”

			His eye met mine mean­ingly, and I found speech. We had re­hearsed this little scene with a good deal of care over the lunch­eon-table, and the dia­logue began to come back to me. I was able to ig­nore the seagull and pro­ceed.

			“I’m afraid I have ser­i­ous news, old man,” I said, in a hushed voice.

			“Ser­i­ous news?” said Ukridge, try­ing to turn pale.

			“Ser­i­ous news!”

			I had warned him dur­ing re­hears­als that this was go­ing to sound un­com­monly like a vaudeville crosstalk act of the Ar­gu­ment­at­ive Col­lege Chums type, but he had ruled out the ob­jec­tion as far­fetched. Nev­er­the­less, that is just what it did sound like, and I found my­self blush­ing warmly.

			“What is it?” de­man­ded Ukridge, emo­tion­ally, clutch­ing me by the arm in a grip like the bite of a horse.

			“Ouch!” I cried. “Your aunt!”

			“My aunt?”

			“They tele­phoned from the house just now,” I pro­ceeded, warm­ing to my work, “to say that she had had a re­lapse. Her con­di­tion is very ser­i­ous. They want you there at once. Even now it may be too late.”

			“Wa­ter!” said Ukridge, stag­ger­ing back and claw­ing at his waist­coat—or rather at my waist­coat, which I had fool­ishly omit­ted to lock up. “Wa­ter!”

			It was well done. Even I, much as I wished that he would stop wrench­ing one of my best ties all out of shape, was ob­liged to ad­mit that. I sup­pose it was his lifelong train­ing in stag­ger­ing un­der the blows of Fate that made him so con­vin­cing. The Price fam­ily seemed to be shaken to its found­a­tions. There was no wa­ter in the room, but a horde of ju­ven­ile Prices im­me­di­ately rushed off in quest of some, and mean­while the rest of the fam­ily gathered about the stricken man, so­li­cit­ous and sym­path­et­ic.

			“My aunt! Ill!” moaned Ukridge.

			“I shouldn’t worry, o’ man,” said a voice at the door.

			So sneer­ing and al­to­geth­er un­pleas­ant was this voice that for a mo­ment I al­most thought that it must have been the seagull that had spoken. Then, turn­ing, I per­ceived a young man in a blue flan­nel suit. A young man whom I had seen be­fore. It was the Peace­maker, the fel­low who had soothed and led away the in­furi­ated bloke to whom Ukridge owed a bit of money.

			“I shouldn’t worry,” he said again, and looked malevol­ently upon Ukridge. His ad­vent caused a sen­sa­tion. Mr. Price, who had been knead­ing Ukridge’s shoulder with a strong man’s si­lent sym­pathy, towered as majestic­ally as his five feet six would per­mit him.

			“Mr. Finch,” he said, “may I en­quire what you are do­ing in my house?”

			“All right, ah right—”

			“I thought I told you—”

			“All right, all right,” re­peated Ernie Finch, who ap­peared to be a young man of char­ac­ter. “I’ve only come to ex­pose an im­post­or.”

			“Im­post­or!”

			“Him!” said young Mr. Finch, point­ing a scorn­ful fin­ger at Ukridge.

			I think Ukridge was about to speak, but he seemed to change his mind. As for me, I had edged out of the centre of things, and was look­ing on as in­con­spicu­ously as I could from be­hind a red plush sofa. I wished to dis­so­ci­ate my­self en­tirely from the pro­ceed­ings.

			“Ernie Finch,” said Mrs. Price, swell­ing, “what do you mean?”

			The young man seemed in no way dis­cour­aged by the gen­er­al at­mo­sphere of hos­til­ity. He twirled his small mous­tache and smiled a frosty smile.

			“I mean,” he said, feel­ing in his pock­et and pro­du­cing an en­vel­ope, “that this fel­low here hasn’t got an aunt. Or, if he has, she isn’t Miss Ju­lia Ukridge, the well-known and wealthy nov­el­ist. I had my sus­pi­cions about this gen­tle­man right from the first, I may as well tell you, and ever since he came to this house I’ve been go­ing round mak­ing a few en­quir­ies about him. The first thing I did was to write his aunt—the lady he says is his aunt—mak­ing out I wanted her neph­ew’s ad­dress, me be­ing an old school chum of his. Here’s what she writes back—you can see it for yourselves if you want to: ‘Miss Ukridge ac­know­ledges re­ceipt of Mr. Finch’s let­ter, and in reply wishes to state that she has no neph­ew.’ No neph­ew! That’s plain enough, isn’t it?” He raised a hand to check com­ment. “And here’s an­oth­er thing,” he pro­ceeded. “That mo­tor­car he’s been swank­ing about in. It doesn’t be­long to him at all. It be­longs to a man named Fil­limore. I noted the num­ber and made in­vest­ig­a­tions. This fel­low’s name isn’t Ukridge at all. It’s Small­weed. He’s a pen­ni­less im­post­or who’s been pulling all your legs from the mo­ment he came in­to the house; and if you let Ma­bel marry him you’ll be mak­ing the biggest bloom­er of your lives!”

			There was an awe­struck si­lence. Price looked upon Price in dumb con­sterna­tion.

			“I don’t be­lieve you,” said the mas­ter of the house at length, but he spoke without con­vic­tion.

			“Then, per­haps,” re­tor­ted Ernie Finch, “you’ll be­lieve this gen­tle­man. Come in, Mr. Grind­lay.”

			Bearded, frock-coated, and sin­is­ter bey­ond words, the Cred­it­or stalked in­to the room.

			“You tell ’em,” said Ernie Finch.

			The Cred­it­or ap­peared more than will­ing. He fixed Ukridge with a glit­ter­ing eye, and his bos­om heaved with pent-up emo­tion.

			“Sorry to in­trude on a fam­ily on Sunday even­ing,” he said, “but this young man told me I should find Mr. Small­weed here, so I came along. I’ve been hunt­ing for him high and low for two years and more about a mat­ter of one pound two and three­pence for goods sup­plied.”

			“He owes you money?” faltered Mr. Price.

			“He bilked me,” said the Cred­it­or, pre­cisely.

			“Is this true?” said Mr. Price, turn­ing to Ukridge.

			Ukridge had ris­en and seemed to be won­der­ing wheth­er it was pos­sible to sidle un­ob­served from the room. At this ques­tion he hal­ted, and a weak smile played about his lips.

			“Well—” said Ukridge.

			The head of the fam­ily pur­sued his ex­am­in­a­tion no fur­ther. His mind ap­peared to be made up. He had weighed the evid­ence and reached a de­cision. His eyes flashed. He raised a hand and poin­ted to the door.

			“Leave my house!” he thundered.

			“Right-o!” said Ukridge, mildly.

			“And nev­er enter it again!”

			“Right-o!” said Ukridge.

			Mr. Price turned to his daugh­ter.

			“Ma­bel,” he said, “this en­gage­ment of yours is broken. Broken, do you un­der­stand? I for­bid you ever to see this scoun­drel again. You hear me?”

			“All right, pa,” said Miss Price, speak­ing for the first and last time. She seemed to be of a do­cile and equable dis­pos­i­tion. I fan­cied I caught a not-dis­pleased glance on its way to Ernie Finch.

			“And now, sir,” cried Mr. Price, “go!”

			“Right-o!” said Ukridge.

			But here the Cred­it­or struck a busi­ness note.

			“And what,” he en­quired, “about my one pound two and three­pence?”

			It seemed for a mo­ment that mat­ters were about to be­come dif­fi­cult. But Ukridge, ever ready-wit­ted, found the solu­tion.

			“Have you got one pound two and three­pence on you, old man?” he said to me.

			And with my usu­al bad luck I had.

			We walked to­geth­er down Pe­abody Road. Already Ukridge’s mo­ment­ary dis­com­fit­ure had passed.

			“It just shows, lad­die,” he said, ex­uber­antly, “that one should nev­er des­pair. How­ever black the out­look, old horse, nev­er, nev­er des­pair. That scheme of mine might or might not have worked—one can­not tell. But, in­stead of hav­ing to go to all the both­er of sub­ter­fuge, to which I al­ways ob­ject, here we have a nice, clean-cut solu­tion of the thing without any trouble at all.” He mused hap­pily for a mo­ment. “I nev­er thought,” he said, “that the time would come when I would feel a gush of kindly feel­ing to­wards Ernie Finch; but, upon my Sam, lad­die, if he were here now, I would em­brace the fel­low. Clasp him to my bos­om, dash it!” He fell once more in­to a rev­er­ie. “Amaz­ing, old horse,” he pro­ceeded, “how things work out. Many a time I’ve been on the very point of pay­ing that blight­er Grind­lay his money, merely to be rid of the an­noy­ance of hav­ing him al­ways pop­ping up, but every time some­thing seemed to stop me. I can’t tell you what it was—a sort of feel­ing. Al­most as if one had a guard­i­an an­gel at one’s el­bow guid­ing one. My gosh, just think where I would have been if I had yiel­ded to the im­pulse. It was Grind­lay blow­ing in that turned the scale. By gad, Corky my boy, this is the hap­pi­est-mo­ment of my life.”

			“It might be the hap­pi­est of mine,” I said, churl­ishly, “if I thought I should ever see that one pound two and three­pence again.”

			“Now, lad­die, lad­die,” pro­tested Ukridge, “these are not the words of a friend. Don’t mar a mo­ment of un­al­loyed glad­ness. Don’t you worry, you’ll get your money back. A thou­sand­fold!”

			“When?”

			“One of these days,” said Ukridge, buoy­antly. “One of these days.”

		
	
		
			The Long Arm of Looney Coote

			Giv­en private means suf­fi­ciently large to pad them against the mould­ing buf­fets of Life, it is ex­traordin­ary how little men change in after years from the boys they once were. There was a youth in my house at school named Coote. J. G. Coote. And he was pop­ularly known as Looney on ac­count of the vain and fool­ish su­per­sti­tions which seemed to rule his every ac­tion. Boys are hard­headed, prac­tic­al per­sons, and they have small tol­er­ance for the view­point of one who de­clines to join in a quiet smoke be­hind the gym­nas­i­um not through any mor­al scruples—which, to do him justice, he would have scorned—but purely on the ground that he had seen a mag­pie that morn­ing. This was what J. G. Coote did, and it was the first oc­ca­sion on which I re­mem­ber him be­ing ad­dressed as Looney.

			But, once giv­en, the nick­name stuck; and this in spite of the fact—see­ing that we were caught halfway through the first ci­gar­ette and force­fully dealt with by a mus­cu­lar head­mas­ter—that that mag­pie of his would ap­pear to have known a thing or two. For five happy years, till we par­ted to go to our re­spect­ive uni­ver­sit­ies, I nev­er called Coote any­thing but Looney; and it was as Looney that I greeted him when we happened upon each oth­er one af­ter­noon at San­down, shortly after the con­clu­sion of the three o’clock race.

			“Did you do any­thing on that one?” I asked, after we had ex­changed sa­luta­tions.

			“I went down,” replied Looney, in the sub­dued but not heart­broken man­ner of the plu­to­crat who can af­ford to do these things. “I had a ten­ner on My Valet.”

			“On My Valet!” I cried, aghast at this in­ex­plic­able pat­ron­age of an an­im­al which, even in the pre­lim­in­ary saunter round the pad­dock, had shown symp­toms of leth­argy and fa­tigue, not to men­tion a dis­pos­i­tion to trip over his feet. “Whatever made you do that?”

			“Yes, I sup­pose he nev­er had a chance,” agreed Coote, “but a week ago my man Spen­cer broke his leg, and I thought it might be an omen.”

			And then I knew that, for all his mous­tache and ad­ded weight, he was still the old Looney of my boy­hood.

			“Is that the prin­ciple on which you al­ways bet?” I en­quired.

			“Well, you’d be sur­prised how of­ten it works. The day my aunt was shut up in the private asylum I col­lec­ted five hun­dred quid by back­ing Crazy Jane for the Ju­bilee Cup. Have a ci­gar­ette?”

			“Thanks.”

			“Oh, my Lord!”

			“Now what?”

			“My pock­et has been picked,” faltered Looney Coote, with­draw­ing a trem­bling hand. “I had a notecase with nearly a hun­dred quid, and it’s gone!”

			The next mo­ment I was astoun­ded to ob­serve a faint, resigned smile on the man’s face.

			“Well, that makes two,” he mur­mured, as if to him­self.

			“Two what?”

			“Two mis­for­tunes. These things al­ways go in threes, you know. Whenev­er any­thing rot­ten hap­pens, I simply brace my­self up for the oth­er two things. Well, there’s only one more to come this time, thank good­ness.”

			“What was the first one?”

			“I told you my man Spen­cer broke his leg.”

			“I should have thought that would have ranked as one of Spen­cer’s three mis­for­tunes. How do you come in?”

			“Why, my dear fel­low, I’ve been hav­ing the dev­il of a time since he dropped out. The ass they sent me from the agency as a sub­sti­tute is no good at all. Look at that!” He ex­ten­ded a shapely leg. “Do you call that a crease?”

			From the humble stand­point of my own bag­gi­ness, I should have called it an ex­cel­lent crease, but he seemed thor­oughly dis­sat­is­fied with it, so there was noth­ing to do but tell him to set his teeth and bear it like a man, and presently, the bell hav­ing rung for the three-thirty race, we par­ted.

			“Oh, by the way,” said Looney, as he left me, “are you go­ing to be at the old Wrykini­an din­ner next week?”

			“Yes, I’m com­ing. So is Ukridge.”

			“Ukridge? Good Lord, I haven’t seen old Ukridge for years.”

			“Well, he will be there. And I ex­pect he’ll touch you for a tem­por­ary loan. That will make your third mis­for­tune.”

			Ukridge’s de­cision to at­tend the an­nu­al din­ner of the Old Boys of the school at which he and I had been—in a man­ner of speak­ing—edu­cated had come as a sur­prise to me; for, though the meal was likely to be well-cooked and sus­tain­ing, the tick­ets cost half a sov­er­eign apiece, and it was re­quired of the cel­eb­rants that they wear even­ing-dress. And, while Ukridge some­times pos­sessed ten shil­lings which he had ac­quired by pawn­ing a dress suit, or a dress suit which he had hired for ten shil­lings, it was un­usu­al for him to have the two things to­geth­er. Still, he was as good as his word, and on the night of the ban­quet turned up at my lodgings for a pre­lim­in­ary bracer fault­lessly clad and ready for the feast.

			Tact­lessly, per­haps, I asked him what bank he had been rob­bing.

			“I thought you told me a week ago that money was tight,” I said.

			“It was tight­er,” said Ukridge, “than these damned trousers. Nev­er buy ready-made dress-clothes, Corky, my boy. They’re al­ways un­sat­is­fact­ory. But all that’s over now. I have turned the corner, old man. Last Sat­urday we cleaned up to an ex­traordin­ary ex­tent at San­down.”

			“We?”

			“The firm. I told you I had be­come a sleep­ing-part­ner in a book­ie’s busi­ness.”

			“For Heav­en’s sake! You don’t mean to say that it is really mak­ing money?”

			“Mak­ing money? My dear old lad, how could it help mak­ing money? I told you from the first the thing was a gold­mine. Af­flu­ence stares me in the eye­ball. The day be­fore yes­ter­day I bought half-a-dozen shirts. That’ll show you!”

			“How much have you made?”

			“In some ways,” said Ukridge, sen­ti­ment­ally, “I re­gret this prosper­ity. I mean to say, those old care­less im­pe­cuni­ous days were not so bad. Not so bad, Corky, old boy, eh? Life had a tang then. It was swift, vivid, in­ter­est­ing. And there’s al­ways the danger that one may al­low one­self to grow slack and en­er­vated with wealth. Still, it has its com­pens­a­tions. Yes, on the whole I am not sorry to have made my pile.”

			“How much have you made?” I asked again, im­pressed by this time. The fact of Ukridge buy­ing shirts for him­self in­stead of pur­loin­ing mine sug­ges­ted an al­most Monte Cristo-like op­u­lence.

			“Fif­teen quid,” said Ukridge. “Fif­teen golden sov­er­eigns, my boy! And out of one week’s ra­cing! And you must re­mem­ber that the thing is go­ing on all the year round. Month by month, week by week, we shall ex­pand, we shall un­fold, we shall de­vel­op. It wouldn’t be a bad scheme, old man, to drop a ju­di­cious word here and there among the lads at this din­ner to­night, ad­vising them to lodge their com­mis­sions with us. Isaac O’Bri­en is the name of the firm, 3 Blue Street, St. James’s. Tele­graph­ic ad­dress, ‘Iko­bee, Lon­don.’ and our rep­res­ent­at­ive at­tends all the re­cog­nised meet­ings. But don’t men­tion my con­nec­tion with the firm. I don’t want it gen­er­ally known, as it might im­pair my so­cial stand­ing. And now, lad­die, if we don’t want to be late for this binge, we had bet­ter be start­ing.”

			Ukridge, as I have re­cor­ded else­where, had left school un­der some­thing of a cloud. Not to put too fine a point on it, he had been ex­pelled for break­ing out at night to at­tend the loc­al fair, and it was only after many years of cold ex­clu­sion that he had been ad­mit­ted to the pure-minded mem­ber­ship of the Old Boys’ So­ci­ety.

			Nev­er­the­less, in the mat­ter of pat­ri­ot­ism he yiel­ded to no one.

			Dur­ing our drive to the res­taur­ant where the din­ner was to be held he grew more and more sen­ti­ment­al about the dear old school, and by the time the meal was over and the speeches began he was in the mood when men shed tears and in­vite people, to avoid whom in calmer mo­ments they would duck down side-streets, to go on long walk­ing tours with them. He wandered from table to table with a large ci­gar in his mouth, now ex­chan­ging re­min­is­cences, anon ad­vising con­tem­por­ar­ies who had won high po­s­i­tions in the Church to place their bets with Isaac O’Bri­en, of 3 Blue Street, St. James’s—a sound and trust­worthy firm, tele­graph­ic ad­dress “Iko­bee, Lon­don.”

			The speeches at these din­ners al­ways opened with a long and stat­ist­ic­al har­angue from the Pres­id­ent, who, furt­ively con­sult­ing his pa­per of notes, an­nounced the vari­ous dis­tinc­tions gained by Old Boys dur­ing the past year. On this oc­ca­sion, ac­cord­ingly, he began by men­tion­ing that A. B. Bodger (“Good old Bodger!”—from Ukridge) had been awar­ded the Mutt-Spivis Gold Medal for Geo­lo­gic­al Re­search at Ox­ford Uni­ver­sity—that C. D. Codger had been ap­poin­ted to the sub-ju­ni­or dean­ery of Westchester Cathed­ral—(“That’s the stuff, Codger, old horse!”)—that as a re­ward for his ser­vices in con­nec­tion with the build­ing of the new wa­ter­works at Strel­sau J. J. Swodger had re­ceived from the Gov­ern­ment of Rurit­ania the Or­der of the Sil­ver Trow­el, third class (with crossed pick­axes).

			“By the way,” said the Pres­id­ent, con­clud­ing, “be­fore I fin­ish there is one more thing I would like to say. An old boy, B. V. Lawlor, is stand­ing for Par­lia­ment next week at Red­bridge. If any of you would care to go down and lend him a hand, I know he would be glad of your help.”

			He re­sumed his seat, and the leath­er-lunged toast­mas­ter be­hind him emit­ted a rauc­ous “My Lord, Mr. Pres­id­ent, and gen­tle­men, pray si­lence for Mr. H. K. Hodger, who will pro­pose the health of ‘The Vis­it­ors.’ ” H. K. Hodger rose with the pur­pose­ful ex­pres­sion only to be seen on the face of one who has been re­minded by the re­marks of the last speak­er of the story of the two Ir­ish­men; and the com­pany, co­sily re­plete, settled down to give him an in­dul­gent at­ten­tion.

			Not so Ukridge. He was star­ing emo­tion­ally across the table at his old friend Lawlor. The seat­ing ar­range­ments at these din­ners were usu­ally de­signed to bring con­tem­por­ar­ies to­geth­er at the same table, and the fu­ture mem­ber for Red­bridge was one of our pla­toon.

			“Boko, old horse,” de­man­ded Ukridge, “is this true?”

			A hand­some but rather prom­in­ent nose had led his little play­mates to be­stow this af­fec­tion­ate sobri­quet upon the com­ing M.P. It was one of those boy­ish han­di­caps which are nev­er lived down, but I would not have thought of ad­dress­ing B. V. Lawlor in this fash­ion my­self, for, though he was a man of my own age, the years had made him ex­tremely dig­ni­fied. Ukridge, how­ever, was above any such weak­ness. He gave out the of­fens­ive word in a vin­ous bel­low of such a cal­ibre as to cause H. K. Hodger to trip over a “be­gorra” and lose the drift of his story.

			“ ’Sh!” said the Pres­id­ent, bend­ing a re­prov­ing gaze at our table.

			“ ’Sh!” said B. V. Lawlor, con­tort­ing his smooth face.

			“Yes, but is it?” per­sisted Ukridge.

			“Of course it is,” whispered Lawlor. “Be quiet!”

			“Then, damme,” shouted Ukridge, “rely on me, young Boko. I shall be at your side. I shall spare no ef­forts to pull you through. You can count on me to—”

			“Really! Please! At that table down there,” said the Pres­id­ent, rising, while H. K. Hodger, who had got as far as “Then, faith and be­gob, it’s me that’ll be af­th­er—” paused in a pained man­ner and plucked at the table­cloth.

			Ukridge sub­sided. But his of­fer of as­sist­ance was no passing whim, to be lightly for­got­ten in the slum­bers of the night. I was still in bed a few morn­ings later when he burst in, equipped for travel to the last but­ton and car­ry­ing a seedy suit­case.

			“Just off, lad­die, just off!”

			“Fine!” I said. “Good­bye.”

			“Corky, my boy,” boomed Ukridge, sit­ting creak­ingly on the bed and pois­on­ing the air with his noi­some to­bacco, “I feel happy this morn­ing. Stim­u­lated. And why? Be­cause I am do­ing an al­tru­ist­ic ac­tion. We busy men of af­fairs, Corky, are too apt to ex­clude al­tru­ism from our lives. We are too prone to say ‘What is there in it for me?’ and, if there proves on in­vest­ig­a­tion to be noth­ing in it for us, to give it the miss-in-balk. That is why this busi­ness makes me so con­foun­dedly happy. At con­sid­er­able ex­pense and in­con­veni­ence I am go­ing down to Red­bridge today, and what is there in it for me? Noth­ing. Noth­ing, my boy, ex­cept the pure de­light of help­ing an old schoolfel­low over a tough spot. If I can do any­thing, how­ever little, to bring young Boko in at the right end of the poll, that will be enough re­ward for me. I am go­ing to do my bit, Corky, and it may be that my bit will turn out to be just the trifle that brings home the ba­con. I shall go down there and talk—”

			“I bet you will.”

			“I don’t know much about polit­ics, it’s true, but I can bone up enough to get by. In­vect­ive ought to meet the case, and I’m pretty good at in­vect­ive. I know the sort of thing. You ac­cuse the rival can­did­ate of every low act un­der the sun, without giv­ing him quite enough to start a li­bel ac­tion on. Now, what I want you to do, Corky, old horse—”

			“Oh heav­ens!” I moaned at these fa­mil­i­ar words.

			“—is just to pol­ish up this elec­tion song of mine. I sat up half the night writ­ing it, but I can see it limps in spots. You can put it right in half an hour. Pol­ish it up, lad­die, and for­ward without fail to the Bull Hotel, Red­bridge, this af­ter­noon. It may just be the means of shov­ing Boko past the post by a nose.”

			He clattered out hur­riedly; and, sleep be­ing now im­possible, I picked up the sheet of pa­per he had left and read the verses.

			They were well meant, but that let them out. Ukridge was no poet or he would nev­er have at­temp­ted to rhyme “Lawlor” with “be­fore us.”

			A rather neat phrase hap­pen­ing to oc­cur to me at the break­fast table, co­in­cid­ent with the re­flec­tion that pos­sibly Ukridge was right and it did be­hove his old schoolfel­lows to rally round the can­did­ate, I spent the morn­ing turn­ing out a new bal­lad. Hav­ing fin­ished this by noon, I des­patched it to the Bull Hotel, and went off to lunch with some­thing of that feel­ing of sat­is­fac­tion which, as Ukridge had poin­ted out, does come to al­tru­ists. I was strolling down Pic­ca­dilly, en­joy­ing an after-lunch­eon smoke, when I ran in­to Looney Coote.

			On Looney’s ami­able face there was a mingled ex­pres­sion of chag­rin and sat­is­fac­tion.

			“It’s happened,” he said.

			“What?”

			“The third mis­for­tune. I told you it would.”

			“What’s the trouble now? Has Spen­cer broken his oth­er leg?”

			“My car has been stolen.”

			A de­cent sym­pathy would no doubt have be­come me, but from earli­est years I had al­ways found it dif­fi­cult to res­ist the tempta­tion to be airy and joc­ose when deal­ing with Looney Coote. The man was so in­de­cently rich that he had no right to have troubles.

			“Oh, well,” I said, “you can eas­ily get an­oth­er. Fords cost prac­tic­ally noth­ing nowadays.”

			“It wasn’t a Ford,” bleated Looney, out­raged. “It was a brand-new Winchester-Murphy. I paid fif­teen hun­dred pounds for it only a month ago, and now it’s gone.”

			“Where did you see it last?”

			“I didn’t see it last. My chauf­feur brought it round to my rooms this morn­ing, and, in­stead of stay­ing with it as he should have done till I was ready, went off round the corner for a cup of cof­fee, so he says! And when he came back it had van­ished.”

			“The cof­fee?”

			“The car, you ass. The car had dis­ap­peared. It had been stolen.”

			“I sup­pose you have no­ti­fied the po­lice?”

			“I’m on my way to Scot­land Yard now. It just oc­curred to me. Have you any idea what the pro­ced­ure is? It’s the first time I’ve been mixed up with this sort of thing.”

			“You give them the num­ber of the car, and they send out word to po­lice sta­tions all over the coun­try to look out for it.”

			“I see,” said Looney Coote, bright­en­ing. “That sounds rather prom­ising, what? I mean, it looks as if someone would be bound to spot it soon­er or later.”

			“Yes,” I said. “Of course, the first thing a thief would do would be to take off the num­ber­plate and sub­sti­tute a false one.”

			“Oh, Great Scott! Not really?”

			“And after that he would paint the car a dif­fer­ent col­our.”

			“Oh, I say!”

			“Still, the po­lice gen­er­ally man­age to find them in the end. Years hence they will come on it in an old barn with the ton­neau stoved in and the en­gines taken out. Then they will hand it back to you and claim the re­ward. But, as a mat­ter of fact, what you ought to be pray­ing is that you may nev­er get it back. Then the thing would be a real mis­for­tune. If you get it back as good as new in the next couple of days, it won’t be a mis­for­tune at all, and you will have num­ber three hanging over your head again, just as be­fore. And who knows what that third mis­for­tune may be? In a way, you’re tempt­ing Provid­ence by ap­ply­ing to Scot­land Yard.”

			“Yes,” said Looney Coote, doubt­fully. “All the same, I think I will, don’t you know. I mean to say, after all, a fif­teen-hun­dred-quid Winchester-Murphy is a fif­teen-hun­dred-quid Winchester-Murphy, if you come right down to it, what?”

			Show­ing that even in the most su­per­sti­tious there may be grains of hard, prac­tic­al com­mon sense lurk­ing some­where.

			It had not been my in­ten­tion ori­gin­ally to take any part in the by-elec­tion in the Red­bridge di­vi­sion bey­ond writ­ing three verses of a hymn in praise of Boko Lawlor and send­ing him a con­grat­u­lat­ory wire if he won. But two things com­bined to make me change my mind. The first was the fact that it oc­curred to me—al­ways the keen young journ­al­ist—that there might be a couple of guineas of In­ter­est­ing Bits money in it (“How a Mod­ern Elec­tion is Fought: Hu­mours of the Poll”); the second, that, ever since his de­par­ture Ukridge had been send­ing me a con­stant stream of tele­grams so stim­u­lat­ing that even­tu­ally they lit the spark.

			I ap­pend spe­ci­mens:—

			
				“Go­ing strong. Made three speeches yes­ter­day. Elec­tion song a sen­sa­tion. Come on down.—Ukridge.”

				“Boko loc­ally re­garded as walkover. Made four speeches yes­ter­day. Elec­tion song a breeze. Come on down.—Ukridge.”

				“Vic­tory in sight. Spoke prac­tic­ally all yes­ter­day. Elec­tion song a ri­ot. Chil­dren croon it in cots. Come on down.—Ukridge.”

			

			I leave it to any young au­thor to say wheth­er a man with one sol­it­ary polit­ic­al lyr­ic to his cred­it could have res­isted this. With the ex­cep­tion of a single mu­sic-hall song (“Moth­er, She’s Pinch­ing My Leg,” tried out by Tim Sims, the Koy Ko­m­ic, at the Peebles Hip­po­drome, and dis­carded, in re­sponse to a pop­u­lar ap­peal, after one per­form­ance), no writ­ten words of mine had ever passed hu­man lips. Nat­ur­ally, it gave me a cer­tain thrill to ima­gine the en­lightened elect­or­ate of Red­bridge—at any rate, the right-think­ing por­tion of it—bel­low­ing in its thou­sands those noble lines:—

			
				
					“No for­eign foe’s in­si­di­ous hate
					

					Our coun­try shall o’er­whelm
					

					So long as Eng­land’s ship of state
					

					Has Lawlor at the helm.”
				

			

			Wheth­er I was tech­nic­ally cor­rect in de­scrib­ing as guid­ing the ship of state a man who would prob­ably spend his en­tire Par­lia­ment­ary ca­reer in total si­lence, vot­ing meekly as the Whip dir­ec­ted, I had not stopped to en­quire. All I knew was that it soun­ded well, and I wanted to hear it. In ad­di­tion to which, there was the op­por­tun­ity, nev­er likely to oc­cur again, of see­ing Ukridge make an ass of him­self be­fore a large audi­ence.

			I went to Red­bridge.

			The first thing I saw on leav­ing the sta­tion was a very large poster ex­hib­it­ing Boko Lawlor’s ex­press­ive fea­tures, bear­ing the le­gend:—

			
				Lawlor

				for

				Red­bridge.

			

			This was all right, but im­me­di­ately be­side it, evid­ently placed there by the hand of an en­emy, was a still lar­ger ca­ri­ca­ture of this poster which stressed my old friend’s prom­in­ent nose in a man­ner that seemed to me to go bey­ond the lim­its of a fair de­bate. To this was ap­pen­ded the words:—

			
				Do You

				Want

				this

				For a Mem­ber?

			

			To which, if I had been a hes­it­at­ing voter of the con­stitu­ency, I would cer­tainly have replied “No!” for there was some­thing about that grossly elong­ated nose that con­victed the man bey­ond hope of ap­peal of every un­desir­able qual­ity a Mem­ber of Par­lia­ment can pos­sess. You could see at a glance that here was one who, if elec­ted, would do his un­der­hand best to cut down the Navy, tax the poor man’s food, and strike a series of blows at the very root of the home. And, as if this were not enough, a few yards farther on was a plac­ard cov­er­ing al­most the en­tire side of a house, which said in simple, straight­for­ward black let­ters a foot high:—

			
				Down With

				Boko,

				The Hu­man Gar­goyle.

			

			How my poor old con­tem­por­ary, after passing a week in the con­stant so­ci­ety of these slurs on his per­son­al ap­pear­ance, could en­dure to look him­self in the face in his shav­ing-mir­ror of a morn­ing was more than I could see. I com­men­ted on this to Ukridge, who had met me at the sta­tion in a lux­uri­ous car.

			“Oh, that’s noth­ing,” said Ukridge, husk­ily. The first thing I had no­ticed about him was that his vo­cal cords had been put­ting in over­time since our last meet­ing. “Just the usu­al give-and-take of an elec­tion. When we get round this next corner you’ll see the poster we’ve got out to tickle up the oth­er bloke. It’s a pip­pin.”

			I did, and it was in­deed a pip­pin. After one glance at it as we rolled by, I could not but feel that the elect­ors of Red­bridge were in an un­com­monly awk­ward po­s­i­tion, hav­ing to choose between Boko, as ex­hib­ited in the street we had just passed, and this hor­ror now be­fore me. Mr. Her­bert Huxtable, the op­pos­i­tion can­did­ate, seemed to run as gen­er­ously to ears as his ad­versary did to nose, and the artist had not over­looked this fea­ture. In­deed, ex­cept for a mean, nar­row face with close-set eyes and a mur­der­er’s mouth, Mr. Huxtable ap­peared to be all ears. They drooped and flapped about him like car­pet­bags, and I aver­ted my gaze, ap­palled.

			“Do you mean to say you’re al­lowed to do this sort of thing?” I asked, in­cred­u­lously.

			“My dear old horse, it’s ex­pec­ted of you. It’s a mere form­al­ity. The oth­er side would feel awk­ward and dis­ap­poin­ted if you didn’t.”

			“And how did they find out about Lawlor be­ing called Boko?” I en­quired, for the point had puzzled me. In a way, you might say that it was the only thing you could pos­sibly call him, but the ex­plan­a­tion hardly sat­is­fied me.

			“That,” ad­mit­ted Ukridge, “was largely my fault. I was a bit car­ried away the first time I ad­dressed the mul­ti­tude, and I happened to al­lude to the old chap by his nick­name. Of course, the op­pos­i­tion took it up at once. Boko was a little sore about it for a while.”

			“I can see how he might be.”

			“But that’s all over now,” said Ukridge, buoy­antly. “We’re the greatest pals. He re­lies on me at every turn. Yes­ter­day he ad­mit­ted to me in so many words that if he gets in it’ll be ow­ing to my help as much as any­thing. The fact is, lad­die, I’ve made rather a hit with the manyheaded. They seem to like to hear me speak.”

			“Fond of a laugh, eh?”

			“Now, lad­die,” said Ukridge, re­prov­ingly, “this is not the right tone. You must curb that spir­it of lev­ity while you’re down here. This is a dashed ser­i­ous busi­ness, Corky, old man, and the soon­er you real­ise it the bet­ter. If you have come here to gibe and to mock—”

			“I came to hear my elec­tion song sung. When do they sing it?”

			“Oh, prac­tic­ally all the time. In­cess­antly, you might say.”

			“In their baths?”

			“Most of the voters here don’t take baths. You’ll gath­er that when we reach Bis­cuit Row.”

			“What’s Bis­cuit Row?”

			“It’s the quarter of the town where the blokes live who work in Fitch and Wey­man’s bis­cuit fact­ory, lad­die. It’s what you might call,” said Ukridge, im­port­antly, “the doubt­ful ele­ment of the place. All the rest of the town is nice and clean-cut, they’re either sol­id for Boko or nuts on Huxtable—but these bis­cuit blokes are wobbly. That’s why we have to can­vass them so care­fully.”

			“Oh, you’re go­ing can­vassing, are you?”

			“We are,” cor­rec­ted Ukridge.

			“Not me!”

			“Corky,” said Ukridge, firmly, “pull your­self to­geth­er. It was prin­cip­ally to as­sist me in can­vassing these bis­cuit blight­ers that I got you down here. Where’s your pat­ri­ot­ism, lad­die? Don’t you want old Boko to get in­to Par­lia­ment, or what is it? We must strain every nerve. We must set our hands to the plough. The job you’ve got to tackle is the baby-kiss­ing—”

			“I won’t kiss their in­fernal ba­bies!”

			“You will, old horse, un­less you mean to spend the rest of your life curs­ing your­self vainly when it is too late that poor old Boko got pipped on the tape purely on ac­count of your pol­troon­ery. Con­sider, old man! Have some vis­ion! Be an al­tru­ist! It may be that your ef­forts will prove the de­cid­ing factor in this des­per­ately close-run race.”

			“What do you mean, des­per­ately close-run race? You said in your wire that it was a walkover for Boko.”

			“That was just to fool the tele­graph-bloke, whom I sus­pect of be­ing in the en­emy camp. As a mat­ter of fact, between ourselves, it’s touch and go. A trifle either way will do the busi­ness now.”

			“Why don’t you kiss these beastly ba­bies?”

			“There’s some­thing about me that scares ’em, lad­die. I’ve tried it once or twice, but only ali­en­ated sev­er­al valu­able voters by fright­en­ing their off­spring in­to a nervous col­lapse. I think it’s my glasses they don’t like. But you—now, you,” said Ukridge, with re­volt­ing ful­some­ness, “are an ideal baby-kiss­er. The first time I ever saw you, I said: ‘There goes one of Nature’s baby-kiss­ers.’ Dir­ectly I star­ted to can­vass these people and real­ised what I was up against, I thought of you. ‘Corky’s the man,’ I said to my­self; ‘the fel­low we want is old Corky. Good-look­ing. And not merely good-look­ing but kind-look­ing.’ They’ll take to you, lad­die. Yours is a face a baby can trust—”

			“Now, listen!”

			“And it won’t last long. Just a couple of streets and we’re through. So stiffen your back­bone, lad­die, and go at it like a man. Boko is go­ing to en­ter­tain you with a mag­ni­fi­cent ban­quet at his hotel to­night. I hap­pen to know there will be cham­pagne. Keep your mind fixed on that and the thing will seem easy.”

			The whole ques­tion of can­vassing is one which I would like some time to go in­to at length. I con­sider it to be an al­to­geth­er ab­om­in­able prac­tice. An Eng­lish­man’s home is his castle, and it seems to me in­tol­er­able that, just as you have got in­to shirtsleeves and settled down to a sooth­ing pipe, total strangers should be per­mit­ted to force their way in and both­er you with their naus­eous flat­tery and their im­per­tin­ent curi­os­ity as to which way you mean to vote. And, while I prefer not to speak at length of my ex­per­i­ences in Bis­cuit Row, I must say this much, that prac­tic­ally every res­id­ent of that dingy quarter ap­peared to see eye to eye with me in this mat­ter. I have nev­er en­countered a body of men who were con­sist­ently less chummy. They looked at me with lower­ing brows, they answered my limp­ing ci­vil­it­ies with gruff mono­syl­lables, they snatched their ba­bies away from me and hid them, yelling, in dis­tant parts of the house. Al­to­geth­er a most dis­cour­aging ex­per­i­ence, I should have said, and one which seemed to in­dic­ate that, as far as Bis­cuit Row was con­cerned, Boko Lawlor would score a blank at the poll.

			Ukridge scoffed at this gloomy the­ory.

			“My dear old horse,” he cried, ex­uber­antly, as the door of the last house slammed be­hind us and I re­vealed to him the in­fer­ences I had drawn, “you mustn’t mind that. It’s just their way. They treat every­body the same. Why, one of Huxtable’s fel­lows got his hat smashed in at that very house we’ve just left. I con­sider the out­look highly prom­ising, lad­die.”

			And so, to my sur­prise, did the can­did­ate him­self. When we had fin­ished din­ner that night and were talk­ing over our ci­gars, while Ukridge slumbered nois­ily in an easy chair, Boko Lawlor spoke with a husky con­fid­ence of his pro­spects.

			“And, curi­ously enough,” said Boko, en­dors­ing what un­til then I had looked on as mere idle swank on Ukridge’s part, “the fel­low who will have really helped me more than any­body else, if I get in, is old Ukridge. He bor­ders, per­haps, a trifle too closely on the li­bel­lous in his speeches, but he cer­tainly has the knack of talk­ing to an audi­ence. In the past week he has made him­self quite a prom­in­ent fig­ure in Red­bridge. In fact, I’m bound to say it has made me a little nervous at times, this prom­in­ence of his. I know what an er­rat­ic fel­low he is, and if he were to be­come the centre of some hor­rible scan­dal it would mean de­feat for a cer­tainty.”

			“How do you mean, scan­dal?”

			“I some­times con­jure up a dread­ful vis­ion,” said Boko Lawlor, with a slight shud­der, “of one of his cred­it­ors sud­denly rising in the audi­ence and de­noun­cing him for not hav­ing paid for a pair of trousers or some­thing.”

			He cast an ap­pre­hens­ive eye at the sleep­ing fig­ure.

			“You’re all right if he keeps on wear­ing that suit,” I said, sooth­ingly, “be­cause it hap­pens to be one he sneaked from me. I have been won­der­ing why it was so fa­mil­i­ar.”

			“Well, any­how,” said Boko, with de­term­ined op­tim­ism, “I sup­pose, if any­thing like that was go­ing to hap­pen, it would have happened be­fore. He has been ad­dress­ing meet­ings all the week, and noth­ing has oc­curred. I’m go­ing to let him open the ball at our last rally to­mor­row night. He has a way of warm­ing up the audi­ence. You’ll come to that, of course?”

			“If I am to see Ukridge warm­ing up an audi­ence, noth­ing shall keep me away.”

			“I’ll see that you get a seat on the plat­form. It will be the biggest af­fair we have had. The polling takes place on the next day, and this will be our last chance of sway­ing the doubters.”

			“I didn’t know doubters ever came to these meet­ings. I thought the audi­ence was al­ways sol­id for the speak­ers.”

			“It may be so in some con­stitu­en­cies,” said Boko, moodily, “but it cer­tainly isn’t at Red­bridge.”

			The mon­ster meet­ing in sup­port of Boko Lawlor’s can­did­ature was held at that pop­u­lar eye­sore, the As­so­ci­ated Mech­an­ics’ Hall. As I sat among the elect on the plat­form, wait­ing for the pro­ceed­ings to com­mence, there came up to me a mixed scent of dust, clothes, or­ange peel, chalk, wood, plaster, po­made, and As­so­ci­ated Mech­an­ics—the whole form­ing a mix­ture which, I began to see, was likely to prove too rich for me. I changed my seat in or­der to bring my­self next to a small but prom­ising-look­ing door, through which it would be pos­sible, if ne­ces­sary, to with­draw without be­ing no­ticed.

			The prin­ciple on which chair­men at these meet­ings are se­lec­ted is per­haps too fa­mil­i­ar to re­quire re­cord­ing here at length, but in case some of my read­ers are not ac­quain­ted with the work­ings of polit­ic­al ma­chines, I may say that no one un­der the age of eighty-five is eli­gible and the pref­er­ence is giv­en to those with ad­en­oids. For Boko Lawlor the au­thor­it­ies had ex­ten­ded them­selves and picked a cham­pi­on of his class. In ad­di­tion to ad­en­oids, the Right Hon. the Mar­quess of Crickle­wood had—or seemed to have—a potato of the max­im­um size and hot­ness in his mouth, and he had learned his eloc­u­tion in one of those cor­res­pond­ence schools which teach it by mail. I caught his first sen­tence—that he would only de­tain us a mo­ment—but for fif­teen minutes after that he baffled me com­pletely. That he was still speak­ing I could tell by the way his Adam’s apple wiggled, but what he was say­ing I could not even guess. And presently, the door at my side of­fer­ing its si­lent in­vit­a­tion, I slid softly through and closed it be­hind me.

			Ex­cept for the fact that I was now out of sight of the chair­man, I did not seem to have bettered my po­s­i­tion greatly. The scen­ic ef­fects of the hall had not been al­lur­ing, but there was noth­ing much more en­liven­ing to look at here. I found my­self in a stone-flagged cor­ridor with walls of an un­healthy green, end­ing in a flight of stairs. I was just about to pro­ceed to­wards these in a cas­u­al spir­it of ex­plor­a­tion, when foot­steps made them­selves heard, and in an­oth­er mo­ment a hel­met loomed in­to view, fol­lowed by a red face, a blue uni­form, and large, stout boots—mak­ing in all one con­stable, who pro­ceeded along the cor­ridor to­wards me with a meas­ured step as if pa­cing a beat. I thought his face looked stern and dis­ap­prov­ing, and at­trib­uted it to the fact that I had just lighted a ci­gar­ette—pre­sum­ably in a place where smoking was not en­cour­aged. I dropped the ci­gar­ette and placed a guilty heel on it—an ac­tion which I re­gret­ted the next mo­ment, when the con­stable him­self pro­duced one from the re­cesses of his tu­nic and asked me for a match.

			“Not al­lowed to smoke on duty,” he said, af­fably, “but there’s no harm in a puff.”

			I saw now that what I had taken for a stern and dis­ap­prov­ing look was merely the of­fi­cial mask. I agreed that no pos­sible harm could come of a puff.

			“Meet­ing star­ted?” en­quired the of­ficer, jerking his head to­wards the door.

			“Yes. The chair­man was mak­ing a few re­marks when I came out.”

			“Ah! Bet­ter give it time to warm up,” he said, cryptic­ally. And there was a rest­ful si­lence for some minutes, while the scent of a ci­gar­ette of small price com­peted with the oth­er odours of the cor­ridor.

			Presently, how­ever, the still­ness was in­ter­rup­ted. From the un­seen hall came the faint clap­ping of hands, and then a burst of melody. I star­ted. It was im­possible to dis­tin­guish the words, but surely there was no mis­tak­ing that virile rhythm:—

			
				
					“Tum tumty tumty tumty tum,
					

					Tum tumty tumty tum,
					

					Tum tumty tumty tumty tum,
					

					Tum tumty tumty tum.”
				

			

			It was! It must be! I glowed all over with mod­est pride.

			“That’s mine,” I said, with at­temp­ted non­chal­ance.

			“Ur?” quer­ied the con­stable, who had fallen in­to a rev­er­ie.

			“That thing they’re singing. Mine. My elec­tion song.”

			It seemed to me that the of­ficer re­garded me strangely. It may have been ad­mir­a­tion, but it looked more like dis­ap­point­ment and dis­fa­vour.

			“You on this Lawlor’s side?” he de­man­ded, heav­ily.

			“Yes. I wrote his elec­tion song. They’re singing it now.”

			“I’m op­posed to ’im in toto and root and branch,” said the con­stable, em­phat­ic­ally, “I don’t like ’is views—sub­vers­ive, that’s what I call ’em. Sub­vers­ive.”

			There seemed noth­ing to say to this. This di­ver­gence of opin­ion was un­for­tu­nate, but there it was. After all, there was no reas­on why polit­ic­al dif­fer­ences should have to in­ter­fere with what had all the ap­pear­ance of be­ing the dawn­ing of a beau­ti­ful friend­ship. Pass over it lightly, that was the tact­ful course. I en­deav­oured to steer the con­ver­sa­tion gently back to less de­bat­able grounds.

			“This is my first vis­it to Red­bridge,” I said, chat­tily.

			“Ur?” said the con­stable, but I could see that he was not in­ter­ested. He fin­ished his ci­gar­ette with three rap­id puffs and stamped it out. And as he did so a strange, pur­pose­ful tense­ness seemed to come over him. His boiled-fish eyes seemed to say that the time of dal­li­ance was now ended and con­stabu­lary duty was to be done. “Is that the way to the plat­form, mis­ter?” he asked, in­dic­at­ing my door with a jerk of the hel­met.

			I can­not say why it was, but at this mo­ment a sud­den fore­bod­ing swept over me.

			“Why do you want to go on the plat­form?” I asked, ap­pre­hens­ively.

			There was no doubt about the dis­fa­vour with which he re­garded me now. So fri­gid was his glance that I backed against the door in some alarm.

			“Nev­er you mind,” he said, severely, “why I want to go on that plat­form. If you really want to know,” he con­tin­ued, with that slight in­con­sist­ency which marks great minds, “I’m goin’ there to ar­rest a feller.”

			It was per­haps a little un­com­pli­ment­ary to Ukridge that I should so in­stantly have leaped to the cer­tainty that, if any­body on a plat­form on which he sat was in danger of ar­rest, he must be the man. There were at least twenty oth­er earn­est sup­port­ers of Boko grouped be­hind the chair­man bey­ond that door, but it nev­er even oc­curred to me as a pos­sib­il­ity that it could be one of these on whom the hand of the law pro­posed to des­cend. And a mo­ment later my in­stinct was proved to be un­err­ing. The singing had ceased, and now a stentori­an voice had be­gun to fill all space. It spoke, was in­ter­rup­ted by a roar of laughter, and began to speak again.

			“That’s ’im,” said the con­stable, briefly.

			“There must be some mis­take,” I said. “That is my friend, Mr. Ukridge.”

			“I don’t know ’is name and I don’t care about ’is name,” said the con­stable, sternly. “But if ’e’s the big feller with glasses that’s stay­in’ at the Bull, that’s the man I’m after. He may be a ’ighly ’umor­ous and di­vert­ing orator,” said the con­stable, bit­terly, as an­oth­er happy burst of laughter greeted what was pre­sum­ably a fur­ther sally at the ex­pense of the side which en­joyed his sup­port, “but, be that as it may, ’e’s got to come along with me to the sta­tion and ex­plain how ’e ’ap­pens to be in pos­ses­sion of a stolen car that there’s been an en­quiry sent out from ’eadquar­ters about.”

			My heart turned to wa­ter. A light had flashed upon me.

			“Car?” I quavered.

			“Car,” said the con­stable.

			“Was it a gen­tle­man named Coote who lodged the com­plaint about his car be­ing stolen? Be­cause—”

			“I don’t—”

			“Be­cause, if so, there has been a mis­take. Mr. Ukridge is a per­son­al friend of Mr. Coote, and—”

			“I don’t know whose name it is’s car’s been stolen,” said the con­stable, el­lipt­ic­ally. “All I know is, there’s been an en­quiry sent out, and this feller’s got it.”

			At this point some­thing hard dug in­to the small of my back as I pressed against the door. I stole a hand round be­hind me, and my fin­gers closed upon a key. The po­lice­man was stoop­ing to re­trieve a dropped note­book. I turned the key softly and pock­eted it.

			“If you would kindly not ob­ject to stand­ing back a bit and giv­ing a feller a chance to get at that door,” said the po­lice­man, straight­en­ing him­self. He con­duc­ted ex­per­i­ments with the handle. “ ’Ere, it’s locked!”

			“Is it?” I said. “Is it?”

			“ ’Ow did you get out through this door if it’s locked?”

			“It wasn’t locked when I came through.”

			He eyed me with dull sus­pi­cion for a mo­ment, then knocked im­per­at­ively with a large red knuckle.

			“Shush! Shush!” came a scan­dal­ised whis­per through the key­hole.

			“Nev­er you mind about ‘Shush! Shush!’ ” said the con­stable, with as­per­ity. “You open this door, that’s what you do.” And he sub­sti­tuted for the knuckle a leg-of-mut­ton-like fist. The sound of his banging boomed through the cor­ridor like dis­tant thun­der.

			“Really, you know,” I pro­tested, “you’re dis­turb­ing the meet­ing.”

			“I want to dis­turb the meet­ing,” replied this strong but not si­lent man, cast­ing a cold look over his shoulder. And the next in­stant, to prove that he was as ready with deeds as with words, he backed a foot or two, lif­ted a huge and weighty foot, and kicked.

			For all or­din­ary pur­poses the build­er of the As­so­ci­ated Mech­an­ics’ Hall had done his work ad­equately, but he had nev­er sus­pec­ted that an emer­gency might arise which would bring his doors in­to com­pet­i­tion with a po­lice­man’s foot. Any less­er mal­treat­ment the lock might have with­stood, but against this it was power­less. With a sharp sound like the cry of one re­gis­ter­ing a form­al protest the door gave way. It swung back, show­ing a vista of startled faces bey­ond. Wheth­er or not the noise had reached the audi­ence in the body of the hall I did not know, but it had cer­tainly im­pressed the little group on the plat­form. I had a swift glimpse of forms hur­ry­ing to the centre of the dis­turb­ance, of the chair­man gap­ing like a sur­prised sheep, of Ukridge glower­ing; and then the con­stable blocked out my view as he marched for­ward over the debris.

			A mo­ment later there was no doubt as to wheth­er the audi­ence was in­ter­ested. A con­fused up­roar broke out in every corner of the hall, and, hur­ry­ing on to the plat­form, I per­ceived that the hand of the Law had fallen. It was grasp­ing Ukridge’s shoulder in a weighty grip in the sight of all men.

			There was just one in­stant be­fore the tu­mult reached its height in which it was pos­sible for the con­stable to speak with a chance of mak­ing him­self heard. He seized his op­por­tun­ity adroitly. He threw back his head and bel­lowed as if he were giv­ing evid­ence be­fore a deaf ma­gis­trate.

			“ ’E’s—stolen—a—mo—tor—car! I’m a-r-rest­ing—’im—for—’avin’—sto—len—a—nort­er-mobile!” he vo­ci­fer­ated in ac­cents aud­ible to all. And then, with the sud­den swift­ness of one prac­tised in the art of spir­it­ing felons away from the midst of their friends, he was gone, and Ukridge with him.

			There fol­lowed a long mo­ment of be­wildered amazement. Noth­ing like this had ever happened be­fore at polit­ic­al meet­ings at Red­bridge, and the audi­ence seemed doubt­ful how to act. The first per­son to whom in­tel­li­gence re­turned was a grim-look­ing little man in the third row, who had forced him­self in­to prom­in­ence dur­ing the chair­man’s speech with some de­term­ined heck­ling. He bounded out of his chair and stood on it.

			“Men of Red­bridge!” he shouted.

			“Sid­down!” roared the audi­ence auto­mat­ic­ally.

			“Men of Red­bridge,” re­peated the little man, in a voice out of all pro­por­tion to his inches, “are you go­ing to trust—do you mean to sup­port—is it your in­ten­tion to place your af­fairs in the hands of one who em­ploys crim­in­als—”

			“Sid­down!” re­com­men­ded many voices, but there were many oth­ers that shouted “ ’Ear, ’Ear!”

			“—who em­ploys crim­in­als to speak on his plat­form? Men of Red­bridge, I—”

			Here someone grasped the little man’s col­lar and brought him to the floor. Some­body else hit the col­lar-grasper over the head with an um­brella. A third party broke the um­brella and smote its own­er on the nose. And after that the ac­tion may be said to have be­come gen­er­al. Every­body seemed to be fight­ing every­body else, and at the back of the hall a group of ser­i­ous thinkers, in whom I seemed to re­cog­nise the den­iz­ens of Bis­cuit Row, had be­gun to dis­mem­ber the chairs and throw them at ran­dom. It was when the first rush was made for the plat­form that the meet­ing def­in­itely broke up. The chair­man headed the stam­pede for my little door, mov­ing well for a man of his years, and he was closely fol­lowed by the rest of the elect. I came some­where mid­way in the pro­ces­sion, out­stripped by the lead­ers, but well up in the field. The last I saw of the mon­ster meet­ing in aid of Boko Lawlor’s can­did­ature was Boko’s drawn and ag­on­ised face as he barked his shin on an over­turned table in his ef­forts to reach the exit in three strides.

			The next morn­ing dawned bright and fair, and the sun, as we speeded back to Lon­don, smiled gra­ciously in through the win­dows of our third-class com­part­ment. But it awoke no an­swer­ing smile on Ukridge’s face. He sat in his corner scowl­ing pon­der­ously out at the green coun­tryside. He seemed in no way thank­ful that his pris­on-life was over, and he gave me no form­al thanks for the swift­ness and in­tel­li­gence with which I had ob­tained his re­lease.

			A five-shil­ling tele­gram to Looney Coote had been the means of ef­fect­ing this. Shortly after break­fast Ukridge had come to my hotel, a free man, with the in­form­a­tion that Looney had wired the po­lice of Red­bridge dir­ec­tions to un­bar the pris­on cell. But liberty he ap­peared to con­sider a small thing com­pared with his wrongs, and now he sat in the train, think­ing, think­ing, think­ing.

			I was not sur­prised when his first act on reach­ing Pad­ding­ton was to climb in­to a cab and re­quest the driver to con­vey him im­me­di­ately to Looney Coote’s ad­dress.

			Per­son­ally, though I was con­sid­er­ate enough not to say so, I was pro-Coote. If Ukridge wished to go about sneak­ing his friends’ cars without a word of ex­plan­a­tion, it seemed to me that he did so at his own risk. I could not see how Looney Coote could be ex­pec­ted to know by some form of tele­pathy that his van­ished Winchester-Murphy had fallen in­to the hands of an old schoolfel­low. But Ukridge, to judge by his stony stare and tightened lips, not to men­tion the fact that his col­lar had jumped off its stud and he had made no at­tempt to ad­just it, thought dif­fer­ently. He sat in the cab, brood­ing si­lently, and when we reached our des­tin­a­tion and were shown in­to Looney’s lux­uri­ous sit­ting room, he gave one long, deep sigh, like that of a fight­er who hears the gong go for round one.

			Looney fluttered out of the ad­join­ing room in py­ja­mas and a flowered dress­ing-gown. He was evid­ently a late riser.

			“Oh, here you are!” he said, pleased. “I say, old man, I’m aw­fully glad it’s all right.”

			“All right!” An over­wrought snort es­caped Ukridge. His bos­om swelled be­neath his mack­in­tosh. “All right!”

			“I’m fright­fully sorry there was any trouble.”

			Ukridge struggled for ut­ter­ance.

			“Do you know I spent the night on a beastly plank bed,” he said, husk­ily.

			“No, really? I say!”

			“Do you know that this morn­ing I was washed by the au­thor­it­ies?”

			“I say, no!”

			“And you say it’s all right!”

			He had plainly reached the point where he pro­posed to de­liv­er a lengthy ad­dress of a nature cal­cu­lated to cause alarm and des­pond­ency in Looney Coote, for he raised a clenched fist, shook it pas­sion­ately, and swal­lowed once or twice. But be­fore he could em­bark on what would cer­tainly have been an ora­tion worth listen­ing to, his host an­ti­cip­ated him.

			“I don’t see that it was my fault,” bleated Looney Coote, voicing my own sen­ti­ments.

			“You don’t see that it was your fault!” stuttered Ukridge.

			“Listen, old man,” I urged, pa­cific­ally. “I didn’t like to say so be­fore, be­cause you didn’t seem in the mood for it, but what else could the poor chap have done? You took his car without a word of ex­plan­a­tion—”

			“What?”

			“—and nat­ur­ally he thought it had been stolen and had word sent out to the po­lice sta­tions to look out for who­ever had got it. As a mat­ter of fact, it was I who ad­vised him to.”

			Ukridge was star­ing bleakly at Looney.

			“Without a word of ex­plan­a­tion!” he echoed. “What about my let­ter, the long and care­fully-writ­ten let­ter I sent you ex­plain­ing the whole thing?”

			“Let­ter?”

			“Yes!”

			“I got no let­ter,” said Looney Coote.

			Ukridge laughed malevol­ently.

			“You’re go­ing to pre­tend it went wrong in the post, eh? Thin, very thin. I am cer­tain that let­ter was pos­ted. I re­mem­ber pla­cing it in my pock­et for that pur­pose. It is not there now, and I have been wear­ing this suit ever since I left Lon­don. See. These are all the con­tents of my—”

			His voice trailed off as he gazed at the en­vel­ope in his hand. There was a long si­lence. Ukridge’s jaw dropped slowly.

			“Now, how the deuce did that hap­pen?” he mur­mured.

			I am bound to say that Looney Coote in this dif­fi­cult mo­ment dis­played a nice mag­nan­im­ity which I could nev­er have shown. He merely nod­ded sym­path­et­ic­ally.

			“I’m al­ways do­ing that sort of thing my­self,” he said. “Nev­er can re­mem­ber to post let­ters. Well, now that that’s all ex­plained, have a drink, old man, and let’s for­get about it.”

			The gleam in Ukridge’s eye showed that the in­vit­a­tion was a wel­come one, but the battered rel­ics of his con­science kept him from abandon­ing the sub­ject un­der dis­cus­sion as his host had urged.

			“But upon my Sam, Looney, old horse,” he stammered, “I—well, dash it, I don’t know what to say. I mean—”

			Looney Coote was fum­bling in the side­board for the ma­ter­i­als for a friendly ca­rouse.

			“Don’t say an­oth­er word, old man, not an­oth­er word,” he pleaded. “It’s the sort of thing that might have happened to any­one. And, as a mat­ter of fact, the whole af­fair has done me a bit of good. Dashed lucky it has turned out for me. You see, it came as a sort of omen. There was an ab­so­lute out­sider run­ning in the third race at Kemp­ton Park the day after the car went called Stolen Goods, and some­how it seemed to me that the thing had been sent for a pur­pose. I crammed on thirty quid at twenty-five to one. The people round about laughed when they saw me back this poor, broken-down-look­ing moke, and, dash it, the an­im­al simply romped home! I col­lec­ted a par­cel!”

			We clam­oured our con­grat­u­la­tions on this happy end­ing. Ukridge was es­pe­cially ex­uber­ant.

			“Yes,” said Looney Coote, “I won sev­en hun­dred and fifty quid. Just like that! I put it on with that new fel­low you were telling me about at the O.W. din­ner, old man—that chap Isaac O’Bri­en. It sent him ab­so­lutely broke and he’s had to go out of busi­ness. He’s only paid me six hun­dred quid so far, but says he has some sort of a sleep­ing part­ner or some­thing who may be able to raise the bal­ance.”

		
	
		
			The Exit of Battling Billson

			The Theatre Roy­al, Llunind­nno, is in the middle of the prin­cip­al thor­ough­fare of that re­pel­lent town, and im­me­di­ately op­pos­ite its grubby main en­trance there is a lamp­post. Un­der this lamp­post, as I ap­proached, a man was stand­ing. He was a large man, and his air was that of one who has re­cently passed through some try­ing ex­per­i­ence. There was dust on his per­son, and he had lost his hat. At the sound of my foot­steps he turned, and the rays of the lamp re­vealed the fa­mil­i­ar fea­tures of my old friend Stan­ley Feath­er­stone­haugh Ukridge.

			“Great Scot!” I ejac­u­lated. “What are you do­ing here?”

			There was no pos­sib­il­ity of hal­lu­cin­a­tion. It was the man him­self in the flesh. And what Ukridge, a free agent, could be do­ing in Llunind­nno was more than I could ima­gine. Situ­ated, as its name im­plies, in Wales, it is a dark, dingy, dishevelled spot, in­hab­ited by tough and sin­is­ter men with sus­pi­cious eyes and three-day beards; and to me, after a mere forty minutes’ so­journ in the place, it was in­cred­ible that any­one should be there ex­cept on com­pul­sion.

			Ukridge gaped at me in­cred­u­lously.

			“Corky, old horse!” he said, “this is, upon my Sam, without ex­cep­tion the most amaz­ing event in the world’s his­tory. The last bloke I ex­pec­ted to see.”

			“Same here. Is any­thing the mat­ter?” I asked, eye­ing his be­draggled ap­pear­ance.

			“Mat­ter? I should say some­thing was the mat­ter!” snorted Ukridge, as­ton­ish­ment giv­ing way to right­eous in­dig­na­tion. “They chucked me out!”

			“Chucked you out? Who? Where from?”

			“This in­fernal theatre, lad­die. After tak­ing my good money, dash it! At least, I got it on my face, but that has noth­ing to do with the prin­ciple of the thing. Corky, my boy, don’t you ever go about this world seek­ing for justice, be­cause there’s no such thing un­der the broad vault of heav­en. I had just gone out for a breath­er after the first act, and when I came back I found some fiend in hu­man shape had pinched my seat. And just be­cause I tried to lift the fel­low out by the ears, a dozen hired as­sas­sins swooped down and shot me out. Me, I’ll trouble you! The in­jured party! Upon my Sam,” he said, heatedly, with a long­ing look at the closed door, “I’ve a dashed good mind to—”

			“I shouldn’t,” I said, sooth­ingly. “After all, what does it mat­ter? It’s just one of those things that are bound to hap­pen from time to time. The man of af­fairs passes them off with a light laugh.”

			“Yes, but—”

			“Come and have a drink.”

			The sug­ges­tion made him waver. The light of battle died down in his eyes. He stood for a mo­ment in thought.

			“You wouldn’t bung a brick through the win­dow?” he quer­ied, doubt­fully.

			“No, no!”

			“Per­haps you’re right.”

			He linked his arm in mine and we crossed the road to where the lights of a pub­lic house shone like heart­en­ing beacons. The crisis was over.

			“Corky,” said Ukridge, war­ily lay­ing down his mug of beer on the counter a few mo­ments later, lest emo­tion should cause him to spill any of its pre­cious con­tents, “I can’t get over, I simply can­not get over the astound­ing fact of your be­ing in this blighted town.”

			I ex­plained my po­s­i­tion. My pres­ence in Llunind­nno was due to the fact that the pa­per which oc­ca­sion­ally made use of my ser­vices as a spe­cial writer had sent me to com­pose a fuller and more schol­arly re­port than its loc­al cor­res­pond­ent seemed cap­able of con­coct­ing of the activ­it­ies of one Evan Jones, the latest of those re­viv­al­ists who peri­od­ic­ally con­vulse the emo­tions of the Welsh min­ing pop­u­la­tion. His last and biggest meet­ing was to take place next morn­ing at el­ev­en o’clock.

			“But what are you do­ing here?” I asked.

			“What am I do­ing here?” said Ukridge. “Who, me? Why, where else would you ex­pect me to be? Haven’t you heard?”

			“Heard what?”

			“Haven’t you seen the posters?”

			“What posters? I only ar­rived an hour ago.”

			“My dear old horse! Then nat­ur­ally you aren’t abreast of loc­al af­fairs.” He drained his mug, breathed con­ten­tedly, and led me out in­to the street. “Look!”

			He was point­ing at a poster, boldly lettered in red and black, which dec­or­ated the side­wall of the Bon Ton Mil­lin­ery Em­pori­um. The street-light­ing sys­tem of Llunind­nno is de­fect­ive, but I was able to read what it said:—

			
				Odd­fel­lows’ Hall

				Spe­cial Ten-Round Con­test.

				Lloyd Thomas

				(Llunind­nno)

				vs.

				Bat­tling Bill­son

				(Ber­mond­sey).

			

			“Comes off to­mor­row night,” said Ukridge. “And I don’t mind telling you, lad­die, that I ex­pect to make a co­lossal for­tune.”

			“Are you still man­aging the Bat­tler?” I said, sur­prised at this dogged per­sever­ance. “I should have thought that after your last two ex­per­i­ences you would have had about enough of it.”

			“Oh, he means busi­ness this time! I’ve been talk­ing to him like a fath­er.”

			“How much does he get?”

			“Twenty quid.”

			“Twenty quid? Well, where does the co­lossal for­tune come in? Your share will only be a ten­ner.”

			“No, my boy. You haven’t got on to my dev­il­ish shrewd­ness. I’m not in on the purse at all this time. I’m the man­age­ment.”

			“The man­age­ment?”

			“Well, part of it. You re­mem­ber Isaac O’Bri­en, the book­ie I was part­ner with till that chump Looney Coote smashed the busi­ness? Izzy Prev­in is his real name. We’ve gone shares in this thing. Izzy came down a week ago, hired the hall, and looked after the ad­vert­ising and so on; and I ar­rived with good old Bill­son this af­ter­noon. We’re giv­ing him twenty quid, and the oth­er fel­low’s get­ting an­oth­er twenty; and all the rest of the cash Izzy and I split on a fifty-fifty basis. Af­flu­ence, lad­die! That’s what it means. Af­flu­ence bey­ond the dreams of a Monte Cristo. Ow­ing to this Jones fel­low the place is crowded, and every sports­man for miles around will be there to­mor­row at five bob a head, cheap­er seats two-and-six, and stand­ing-room one shil­ling. Add lem­on­ade and fried fish priv­ileges, and you have a pro­pos­i­tion al­most without par­al­lel in the an­nals of com­merce. I couldn’t be more on vel­vet if they gave me a sack and a shovel and let me loose in the Mint.”

			I con­grat­u­lated him in suit­able terms.

			“How is the Bat­tler?” I asked.

			“Trained to an ounce. Come and see him to­mor­row morn­ing.”

			“I can’t come in the morn­ing. I’ve got to go to this Jones meet­ing.”

			“Oh, yes. Well, make it early in the af­ter­noon, then. Don’t come later than three, be­cause he will be rest­ing. We’re at Num­ber Sev­en, Caer­le­on Street. Ask for the Cap and Feath­ers pub­lic house, and turn sharp to the left.”

			I was in a curi­ously up­lif­ted mood on the fol­low­ing af­ter­noon as I set out to pay my re­spects to Mr. Bill­son. This was the first time I had had oc­ca­sion to at­tend one of these re­viv­al meet­ings, and the ef­fect it had had on me was to make me feel as if I had been im­bib­ing large quant­it­ies of cham­pagne to the ac­com­pani­ment of a very loud or­ches­tra. Even be­fore the re­viv­al­ist rose to speak, the pro­ceed­ings had had an ef­fer­ves­cent qual­ity sin­gu­larly un­set­tling to the sober mind, for the vast gath­er­ing had be­gun to sing hymns dir­ectly they took their seats; and while the opin­ion I had formed of the in­hab­it­ants of Llunind­nno was not high, there was no deny­ing their vo­cal powers. There is some­thing about a Welsh voice when raised in song that no oth­er voice seems to pos­sess—a creepy, heart-search­ing qual­ity that gets right in­to a man’s in­ner con­scious­ness and stirs it up with a pole. And on top of this had come Evan Jones’s ad­dress.

			It did not take me long to un­der­stand why this man had gone through the coun­tryside like a flame. He had mag­net­ism, in­tense earn­est­ness, and the voice of a proph­et cry­ing in the wil­der­ness. His fiery eyes seemed to single out each in­di­vidu­al in the hall, and every time he paused sigh­ings and wail­ings went up like the smoke of a fur­nace. And then, after speak­ing for what I dis­covered with amazement on con­sult­ing my watch was con­sid­er­ably over an hour, he stopped. And I blinked like an aroused somn­am­bu­list, shook my­self to make sure I was still there, and came away. And now, as I walked in search of the Cap and Feath­ers, I was, as I say, oddly ex­hil­ar­ated: and I was strolling along in a sort of trance when a sud­den up­roar jerked me from my thoughts. I looked about me, and saw the sign of the Cap and Feath­ers sus­pen­ded over a build­ing across the street.

			It was a du­bi­ous-look­ing hostelry in a du­bi­ous neigh­bour­hood: and the sounds pro­ceed­ing from its in­teri­or were not re­as­sur­ing to a peace-lov­ing ped­es­tri­an. There was a good deal of shout­ing go­ing on and much smash­ing of glass; and, as I stood there, the door flew open and a fa­mil­i­ar fig­ure emerged rather hast­ily. A mo­ment later there ap­peared in the door­way a wo­man.

			She was a small wo­man, but she car­ried the largest and most in­tim­id­at­ing mop I had ever seen. It dripped dirty wa­ter as she bran­dished it; and the man, glan­cing ap­pre­hens­ively over his shoulder, pro­ceeded rap­idly on his way.

			“Hallo, Mr. Bill­son!” I said, as he shot by me.

			It was not, per­haps, the best-chosen mo­ment for en­deav­our­ing to en­gage him in light con­ver­sa­tion. He showed no dis­pos­i­tion whatever to linger. He van­ished round the corner, and the wo­man, with a few winged words, gave her mop a vic­tori­ous flour­ish and re-entered the pub­lic house. I walked on, and a little later a huge fig­ure stepped cau­tiously out of an al­ley­way and fell in­to step at my side.

			“Didn’t re­cog­nise you, mis­ter,” said Mr. Bill­son, apo­lo­get­ic­ally.

			“You seemed in rather a hurry,” I agreed.

			“ ’R!” said Mr. Bill­son, and a thought­ful si­lence des­cen­ded upon him for a space.

			“Who,” I asked, tact­lessly, per­haps, “was your lady friend?”

			Mr. Bill­son looked a trifle sheep­ish. Un­ne­ces­sar­ily, in my opin­ion. Even her­oes may le­git­im­ately quail be­fore a mop wiel­ded by an angry wo­man.

			“She come out of a back room,” he said, with em­bar­rass­ment. “Star­ted makin’ a fuss when she saw what I’d done. So I come away. You can’t dot a wo­man,” ar­gued Mr. Bill­son, chiv­al­rously.

			“Cer­tainly not,” I agreed. “But what was the trouble?”

			“I been doin’ good,” said Mr. Bill­son, vir­tu­ously.

			“Do­ing good?”

			“Spil­l­in’ their beers.”

			“Whose beers?”

			“All of their beers. I went in and there was a lot of sin­ful fellers drinkin’ beers. So I spilled ’em. All of ’em. Walked round and spilled all of them beers, one after the oth­er. Not ’arf sur­prised them pore sin­ners wasn’t,” said Mr. Bill­son, with what soun­ded to me not un­like a worldly chuckle.

			“I can read­ily ima­gine it.”

			“Huh?”

			“I say I bet they were.”

			“ ’R!” said Mr. Bill­son. He frowned. “Beer,” he pro­ceeded, with cold aus­ter­ity, “ain’t right. Sin­ful, that’s what beer is. It stin­geth like a ser­pent and biteth like a ruddy ad­der.”

			My mouth watered a little. Beer like that was what I had been scour­ing the coun­try for for years. I thought it im­prudent, how­ever, to say so. For some reas­on which I could not fathom, my com­pan­ion, once as fond of his half-pint as the next man, seemed to have con­ceived a pur­it­an­ic­al hos­til­ity to the bever­age. I de­cided to change the sub­ject.

			“I’m look­ing for­ward to see­ing you fight to­night,” I said.

			He eyed me woodenly.

			“Me?”

			“Yes. At the Odd­fel­lows’ Hall, you know.”

			He shook his head.

			“I ain’t fight­ing at no Odd­fel­lows’ Hall,” he replied. “Not at no Odd­fel­lows’ Hall nor nowhere else I’m not fight­ing, not to­night nor no night.” He pondered stolidly, and then, as if com­ing to the con­clu­sion that his last sen­tence could be im­proved by the ad­di­tion of a neg­at­ive, ad­ded “No!”

			And hav­ing said this, he sud­denly stopped and stiffened like a point­ing dog; and, look­ing up to see what in­ter­est­ing ob­ject by the way­side had at­trac­ted his no­tice, I per­ceived that we were stand­ing be­neath an­oth­er pub­lic house sign, that of the Blue Boar. Its win­dows were hos­pit­ably open, and through them came a mu­sic­al clink­ing of glasses. Mr. Bill­son licked his lips with a quiet rel­ish.

			“ ’Scuse me, mis­ter,” he said, and left me ab­ruptly.

			My one thought now was to reach Ukridge as quickly as pos­sible, in or­der to ac­quaint him with these sin­is­ter de­vel­op­ments. For I was startled. More, I was alarmed and un­easy. In one of the star per­formers at a spe­cial ten-round con­test, sched­uled to take place that even­ing, Mr. Bill­son’s at­ti­tude seemed to me pe­cu­li­ar, not to say dis­quiet­ing. So, even though a sud­den crash and up­roar from the in­teri­or of the Blue Boar called in­vit­ingly to me to linger, I hur­ried on, and neither stopped, looked, nor listened un­til I stood on the steps of Num­ber Sev­en Caer­le­on Street. And even­tu­ally, after my pro­longed ringing and knock­ing had fi­nally in­duced a fe­male of ad­vanced years to come up and open the door, I found Ukridge ly­ing on a horse­hair sofa in the far corner of the sit­ting room.

			I un­loaded my grave news. It was wast­ing time to try to break it gently.

			“I’ve just seen Bill­son,” I said, “and he seems to be in rather a strange mood. In fact, I’m sorry to say, old man, he rather gave me the im­pres­sion—”

			“That he wasn’t go­ing to fight to­night?” said Ukridge, with a strange calm. “Quite cor­rect. He isn’t. He’s just been in here to tell me so. What I like about the man is his con­sid­er­a­tion for all con­cerned. He doesn’t want to up­set any­body’s ar­range­ments.”

			“But what’s the trouble? Is he kick­ing about only get­ting twenty pounds?”

			“No. He thinks fight­ing’s sin­ful!”

			“What?”

			“Noth­ing more nor less, Corky, my boy. Like chumps, we took our eyes off him for half a second this morn­ing, and he sneaked off to that re­viv­al meet­ing. Went out shortly after a light and whole­some break­fast for what he called a bit of a mooch round, and came in half an hour ago a changed man. Full of lov­ing-kind­ness, curse him. Nasty shifty gleam in his eye. Told us he thought fight­ing sin­ful and it was all off, and then buzzed out to spread the Word.”

			I was shaken to the core. Wil­ber­force Bill­son, the peer­less but tem­pera­ment­al Bat­tler, had nev­er been an ideal pu­gil­ist to man­age, but hitherto he had drawn the line at any­thing like this. Oth­er little prob­lems which he might have brought up for his man­ager to solve might have been over­come by pa­tience and tact; but not this one. The psy­cho­logy of Mr. Bill­son was as an open book to me. He pos­sessed one of those single-track minds, cap­able of ac­com­mod­at­ing but one idea at a time, and he had the tenacity of the simple soul. Ar­gu­ment would leave him un­shaken. On that bone-like head Reas­on would beat in vain. And, these things be­ing so, I was at a loss to ac­count for Ukridge’s ex­traordin­ary calm. His forti­tude in the hour of ru­in amazed me.

			His next re­mark, how­ever, offered an ex­plan­a­tion.

			“We’re put­ting on a sub­sti­tute,” he said.

			I was re­lieved.

			“Oh, you’ve got a sub­sti­tute? That’s a bit of luck. Where did you find him?”

			“As a mat­ter of fact, lad­die, I’ve de­cided to go on my­self.”

			“What! You!”

			“Only way out, my boy. No oth­er solu­tion.”

			I stared at the man. Years of the closest ac­quaint­ance with S. F. Ukridge had rendered me al­most sur­prise-proof at any­thing he might do, but this was too much.

			“Do you mean to tell me that you ser­i­ously in­tend to go out there to­night and ap­pear in the ring?” I cried.

			“Per­fectly straight­for­ward busi­ness­like pro­pos­i­tion, old man,” said Ukridge, stoutly. “I’m in ex­cel­lent shape. I sparred with Bill­son every day while he was train­ing.”

			“Yes, but—”

			“The fact is, lad­die, you don’t real­ise my po­ten­ti­al­it­ies. Re­cently, it’s true, I’ve al­lowed my­self to be­come slack and what you might call en­er­vated, but, damme, when I was on that trip in that tramp-steam­er, scarcely a week used to go by without my hav­ing a good earn­est scrap with some­body. Noth­ing barred,” said Ukridge, mus­ing lov­ingly on the care­free past, “ex­cept bit­ing and bottles.”

			“Yes, but, hang it—a pro­fes­sion­al pu­gil­ist!”

			“Well, to be ab­so­lutely ac­cur­ate, lad­die,” said Ukridge, sud­denly drop­ping the hero­ic man­ner and be­com­ing con­fid­en­tial, “the thing’s go­ing to be fixed. Izzy Prev­in has seen the bloke Thomas’s man­ager, and has ar­ranged a gen­tle­man’s agree­ment. The man­ager, a Class A blood­suck­er, in­sists on us giv­ing his man an­oth­er twenty pounds after the fight, but that can’t be helped. In re­turn, the Thomas bloke con­sents to play light for three rounds, at the end of which peri­od, lad­die, he will tap me on the side of the head and I shall go down and out, a pop­u­lar loser. What’s more, I’m al­lowed to hit him hard—once—just so long as it isn’t on the nose. So you see, a little tact, a little dip­lomacy, and the whole thing fixed up as sat­is­fact­or­ily as any­one could wish.”

			“But sup­pose the audi­ence de­mands its money back when they find they’re go­ing to see a sub­sti­tute?”

			“My dear old horse,” pro­tested Ukridge, “surely you don’t ima­gine that a man with a busi­ness head like mine over­looked that? Nat­ur­ally, I’m go­ing to fight as Bat­tling Bill­son. Nobody knows him in this town. I’m a good big chap, just as much a heavy­weight as he is. No, lad­die, pick how you will you can’t pick a flaw in this.”

			“Why mayn’t you hit him on the nose?”

			“I don’t know. People have these strange whims. And now, Corky, my boy, I think you had bet­ter leave me. I ought to re­lax.”

			The Odd­fel­lows’ Hall was cer­tainly filling up nicely when I ar­rived that night. In­deed, it seemed as though Llunind­nno’s de­votees of sport would cram it to the roof. I took my place in the fine be­fore the pay-win­dow, and, hav­ing com­pleted the busi­ness end of the trans­ac­tion, went in and en­quired my way to the dress­ing rooms. And presently, after wan­der­ing through divers pas­sages, I came upon Ukridge, clad for the ring and swathed in his fa­mil­i­ar yel­low mack­in­tosh.

			“You’re go­ing to have a won­der­ful house,” I said. “The popu­lace is rolling up in shoals.”

			He re­ceived the in­form­a­tion with a strange lack of en­thu­si­asm. I looked at him in con­cern, and was dis­quieted by his for­lorn ap­pear­ance. That face, which had beamed so tri­umphantly at our last meet­ing, was pale and set. Those eyes, which nor­mally shone with the flame of an un­quench­able op­tim­ism, seemed dull and care­worn. And even as I looked at him he seemed to rouse him­self from a stupor and, reach­ing out for his shirt, which hung on a nearby peg, pro­ceeded to pull it over his head.

			“What’s the mat­ter?” I asked.

			His head popped out of the shirt, and he eyed me wanly.

			“I’m off,” he an­nounced, briefly.

			“Off? How do you mean, off?” I tried to soothe what I took to be an el­ev­enth-hour at­tack of stage-fright. “You’ll be all right.”

			Ukridge laughed hol­lowly.

			“Once the gong goes, you’ll for­get the crowd.”

			“It isn’t the crowd,” said Ukridge, in a pale voice, climb­ing in­to his trousers. “Corky, old man,” he went on, earn­estly, “if ever you feel your angry pas­sions rising to the point where you want to swat a stranger in a pub­lic place, re­strain your­self. There’s noth­ing in it. This bloke Thomas was in here a mo­ment ago with his man­ager to settle the fi­nal de­tails. He’s the fel­low I had the trouble with at the theatre last night!”

			“The man you pulled out of the seat by his ears?” I gasped.

			Ukridge nod­ded.

			“Re­cog­nised me at once, con­found him, and it was all his man­ager, a thor­oughly de­cent cove whom I liked, could do to pre­vent him get­ting at me there and then.”

			“Good Lord!” I said, aghast at this grim de­vel­op­ment, yet think­ing how thor­oughly char­ac­ter­ist­ic it was of Ukridge, when he had a whole town­ful of people to quar­rel with, to pick the one pro­fes­sion­al pu­gil­ist.

			At this mo­ment, when Ukridge was la­cing his left shoe, the door opened and a man came in.

			The new­comer was stout, dark, and beady-eyed, and from his man­ner of easy com­rade­ship and the fact that when he spoke he sup­ple­men­ted words with the lan­guage of the wav­ing palm, I de­duced that this must be Mr. Izzy Prev­in, re­cently trad­ing as Isaac O’Bri­en. He was cheeri­ness it­self.

			“Veil,” he said, with ill-timed ex­uber­ance, “how’th the boy?”

			The boy cast a sour look at him.

			“The house,” pro­ceeded Mr. Prev­in, with an al­most lyr­ic­al en­thu­si­asm, “is ab­tholutely full. Crammed, jammed, and packed. They’re hanging from the roof by their eye­lids. It’th goin’ to be a knock­out.”

			The ex­pres­sion, con­sid­er­ing the cir­cum­stances, could hardly have been less hap­pily chosen. Ukridge winced pain­fully, then spoke in no un­cer­tain voice.

			“I’m not go­ing to fight!”

			Mr. Prev­in’s ex­uber­ance fell from him like a gar­ment. His ci­gar dropped from his mouth, and his beady eyes glittered with sud­den con­sterna­tion.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Rather an un­for­tu­nate thing has happened,” I ex­plained. “It seems that this man Thomas is a fel­low Ukridge had trouble with at the theatre last night.”

			“What do you mean, Ukridge?” broke in Mr. Prev­in. “This is Bat­tling Bill­son.”

			“I’ve told Corky all about it,” said Ukridge over his shoulder as he laced his right shoe. “Old pal of mine.”

			“Oh!” said Mr. Prev­in, re­lieved. “Of course, if Mr. Corky is a friend of yours and quite un­der­stands that all this is quite private among ourselves and don’t want talk­ing about out­side, all right. But what were you thay­in’? I can’t make head or tail of it. How do you mean, you’re not goin’ to fight? Of course you’re goin’ to fight.”

			“Thomas was in here just now,” I said. “Ukridge and he had a row at the theatre last night, and nat­ur­ally Ukridge is afraid he will go back on the agree­ment.”

			“Non­thense,” said Mr. Prev­in, and his man­ner was that of one sooth­ing a re­fract­ory child. “He won’t go back on the agree­ment. He prom­ised he’d play light and he will play light. Gave me his word as a gen­tle­man.”

			“He isn’t a gen­tle­man,” Ukridge poin­ted out, moodily.

			“But lithen!”

			“I’m go­ing to get out of here as quick as I dashed well can!”

			“Con­thider!” pleaded Mr. Prev­in, claw­ing great chunks out of the air.

			Ukridge began to but­ton his col­lar.

			“Re­flect!” moaned Mr. Prev­in. “There’s that lovely audi­ence all sit­ting out there, jammed like thardines, wait­ing for the thing to start. Do you ex­pect me to go and tell ’em there ain’t goin’ to be no fight? I’m thur­prised at you,” said Mr. Prev­in, try­ing an ap­peal to his pride. “Where’s your manly spir­it? A big, husky feller like you, that’s done all sorts of scrap­pin’ in your time—”

			“Not,” Ukridge poin­ted out coldly, “with any damned pro­fes­sion­al pu­gil­ists who’ve got a griev­ance against me.”

			“He won’t hurt you.”

			“He won’t get the chance.”

			“You’ll be as safe and cosy in that ring with him as if you was play­ing ball with your little thister.”

			Ukridge said he hadn’t got a little sis­ter.

			“But think!” im­plored Mr. Prev­in, flap­ping like a seal. “Think of the money! Do you real­ise we’ll have to re­turn it all, every penny of it?”

			A spasm of pain passed over Ukridge’s face, but he con­tin­ued but­ton­ing his col­lar.

			“And not only that,” said Mr. Prev­in, “but, if you ask me, they’ll be so mad when they hear there ain’t goin’ to be no fight, they’ll lynch me.”

			Ukridge seemed to re­gard this pos­sib­il­ity with calm.

			“And you, too,” ad­ded Mr. Prev­in.

			Ukridge star­ted. It was a plaus­ible the­ory, and one that had not oc­curred to him be­fore. He paused ir­res­ol­utely. And at this mo­ment a man came hur­ry­ing in.

			“What’s the mat­ter?” he de­man­ded, fussily. “Thomas has been in the ring for five minutes. Isn’t your man ready?”

			“In one half tick,” said Mr. Prev­in. He turned mean­ingly to Ukridge. “That’s right, ain’t it? You’ll be ready in half a tick?”

			Ukridge nod­ded wanly. In si­lence he shed shirt, trousers, shoes, and col­lar, part­ing from them as if they were old friends whom he nev­er ex­pec­ted to see again. One wist­ful glance he cast at his mack­in­tosh, ly­ing for­lornly across a chair; and then, with more than a sug­ges­tion of a fu­ner­al pro­ces­sion, we star­ted down the cor­ridor that led to the main hall. The hum of many voices came to us; there was a sud­den blaze of light, and we were there.

			I must say for the sport-lov­ing cit­izens of Llunind­nno that they ap­peared to be fair-minded men. Stranger in their midst though he was, they gave Ukridge an ex­cel­lent re­cep­tion as he climbed in­to the ring; and for a mo­ment, such is the ton­ic ef­fect of ap­plause on a large scale, his de­pres­sion seemed to lift. A faint, grat­i­fied smile played about his drawn mouth, and I think it would have de­veloped in­to a bash­ful grin, had he not at this in­stant caught sight of the re­doubt­able Mr. Thomas tower­ing massively across the way. I saw him blink, as one who, think­ing ab­sently of this and that, walks sud­denly in­to a lamp­post; and his look of un­hap­pi­ness re­turned.

			My heart bled for him. If the of­fer of my little sav­ings in the bank could have trans­por­ted him there and then to the safety of his Lon­don lodgings, I would have made it un­re­servedly. Mr. Prev­in had dis­ap­peared, leav­ing me stand­ing at the ring­side, and as nobody seemed to ob­ject I re­mained there, thus get­ting an ex­cel­lent view of the mass of bone and sinew that made up Lloyd Thomas. And there was cer­tainly plenty of him to see.

			Mr. Thomas was, I should ima­gine, one of those men who do not look their most for­mid­able in mufti—for oth­er­wise I could not con­ceive how even the fact that he had stolen his seat could have led Ukridge to lay the hand of vi­ol­ence upon him. In the exigu­ous cos­tume of the ring he looked a per­son from whom the sens­ible man would suf­fer al­most any af­front with meek­ness. He was about six feet in height, and wherever a man could bulge with muscle he bulged. For a mo­ment my anxi­ety for Ukridge was tinged with a wist­ful re­gret that I should nev­er see this sinewy cit­izen in ac­tion with Mr. Bill­son. It would, I mused, have been a battle worth com­ing even to Llunind­nno to see.

			The ref­er­ee, mean­while, had been in­tro­du­cing the prin­cipals in the curt, im­press­ive fash­ion of ref­er­ees. He now re­tired, and with a strange fore­bod­ing note a gong soun­ded on the farther side of the ring. The seconds scuttled un­der the ropes. The man Thomas, strug­gling—it seemed to me—with power­ful emo­tions, came pon­der­ously out of his corner.

			In these re­min­is­cences of a vivid and var­ied ca­reer, it is as a pro­found thinker that I have for the most part had oc­ca­sion to por­tray Stan­ley Feath­er­stone­haugh Ukridge. I was now to be re­minded that he also had it in him to be a doer. Even as Mr. Thomas shuffled to­wards him, his left fist shot out and thud­ded against the oth­er’s ribs. In short, in a del­ic­ate and dif­fi­cult situ­ation, Ukridge was com­port­ing him­self with an ad­equacy that sur­prised me. How­ever great might have been his re­luct­ance to em­bark on this con­test, once in he was do­ing well.

			And then, halfway through the first round, the truth dawned upon me. In­jured though Mr. Thomas had been, the gen­tle­man’s agree­ment still held. The word of a Thomas was as good as his bond. Poignant though his dis­like of Ukridge might be, nev­er­the­less, hav­ing pledged him­self to mild­ness and self-re­straint for the first three rounds, he in­ten­ded to abide by the con­tract. Prob­ably, in the in­ter­val between his vis­it to Ukridge’s dress­ing room and his ap­pear­ance in the ring, his man­ager had been talk­ing earn­estly to him. At any rate, wheth­er it was ma­na­geri­al au­thor­ity or his own sheer no­bil­ity of char­ac­ter that in­flu­enced him, the fact re­mains that he treated Ukridge with a quite re­mark­able for­bear­ance, and the lat­ter reached his corner at the end of round one prac­tic­ally in­tact.

			And it was this that un­did him. No soon­er had the gong soun­ded for round two than out he pranced from his corner, thor­oughly above him­self. He bounded at Mr. Thomas like a Dervish.

			I could read his thoughts as if he had spoken them. Noth­ing could be clear­er than that he had al­to­geth­er failed to grasp the true po­s­i­tion of af­fairs. In­stead of re­cog­nising his ad­versary’s for­bear­ance for what it was and be­ing de­cently grate­ful for it, he was filled with a sin­ful pride. Here, he told him­self, was a man who had a sol­id griev­ance against him—and, dash it, the fel­low couldn’t hurt him a bit. What the whole thing boiled down to, he felt, was that he, Ukridge, was bet­ter than he had sus­pec­ted, a man to be reckoned with, and one who could show a dis­tin­guished gath­er­ing of pat­rons of sport some­thing worth look­ing at. The con­sequence was that, where any sens­ible per­son would have grasped the situ­ation at once and en­deav­oured to show his ap­pre­ci­ation by toy­ing with Mr. Thomas in gingerly fash­ion, whis­per­ing sooth­ing com­pli­ments in­to his ear dur­ing the clinches, and gen­er­ally try­ing to lay the found­a­tions of a beau­ti­ful friend­ship against the mo­ment when the gen­tle­man’s agree­ment should lapse, Ukridge com­mit­ted the one un­for­giv­able act. There was a brief mo­ment of fid­dling and feint­ing in the centre of the ring, then a sharp smack­ing sound, a startled yelp, and Mr. Thomas, with gradu­ally red­den­ing eye, lean­ing against the ropes and mut­ter­ing to him­self in Welsh.

			Ukridge had hit him on the nose.

			Once more I must pay a trib­ute to the fair-minded­ness of the sports­men of Llunind­nno. The stricken man was one of them—pos­sibly Llunind­nno’s fa­vour­ite son—yet noth­ing could have ex­ceeded the hearti­ness with which they greeted the vis­it­or’s achieve­ment. A shout went up as if Ukridge had done each in­di­vidu­al present a per­son­al fa­vour. It con­tin­ued as he ad­vanced buoy­antly upon his ant­ag­on­ist, and—to show how en­tirely Llunind­nno audi­ences render them­selves im­par­tial and free from any per­son­al bi­as—it be­came re­doubled as Mr. Thomas, swinging a fist like a ham, knocked Ukridge flat on his back. Whatever happened, so long as it was suf­fi­ciently vi­ol­ent, seemed to be all right with that broad-minded audi­ence.

			Ukridge heaved him­self la­bor­i­ously to one knee. His sens­ib­il­it­ies had been ruffled by this un­ex­pec­ted blow, about fif­teen times as hard as the oth­ers he had re­ceived since the be­gin­ning of the af­fray, but he was a man of mettle and de­term­in­a­tion. How­ever humbly he might quail be­fore a threat­en­ing land­lady, or how­ever nimbly he might glide down a side-street at the sight of an ap­proach­ing cred­it­or, there was noth­ing wrong with his fight­ing heart when it came to a straight is­sue between man and man, un­tinged by the fin­an­cial ele­ment. He struggled pain­fully to his feet, while Mr. Thomas, now def­in­itely abandon­ing the gen­tle­man’s agree­ment, hovered about him with ready fists, only re­strained by the fact that one of Ukridge’s gloves still touched the floor.

			It was at this tensest of mo­ments that a voice spoke in my ear. “ ’Alf a mo’, mis­ter!”

			A hand pushed me gently aside. Some­thing large ob­scured the lights. And Wil­ber­force Bill­son, squeez­ing un­der the ropes, clambered in­to the ring.

			For the pur­poses of the his­tor­i­an it was a good thing that for the first few mo­ments after this astound­ing oc­cur­rence a dazed si­lence held the audi­ence in its grip. Oth­er­wise, it might have been dif­fi­cult to probe motives and ex­plain un­der­ly­ing causes. I think the spec­tat­ors were either too sur­prised to shout, or else they en­ter­tained for a few brief seconds the idea that Mr. Bill­son was the fore­run­ner of a posse of plain-clothes po­lice about to raid the place. At any rate, for a space they were si­lent, and he was en­abled to say his say.

			“Fight­in’,” bel­lowed Mr. Bill­son, “ain’t right!”

			There was an un­easy rustle in the audi­ence. The voice of the ref­er­ee came thinly, say­ing, “Here! Hi!”

			“Sin­ful,” ex­plained Mr. Bill­son, in a voice like a fog­horn.

			His ora­tion was in­ter­rup­ted by Mr. Thomas, who was en­deav­our­ing to get round him and at­tack Ukridge. The Bat­tler pushed him gently back.

			“Gents,” he roared, “I, too, have been a man of voylence! I ’ave struck men in an­ger. R, yes! But I ’ave seen the light. Oh, my broth­ers—”

			The rest of his re­marks were lost. With a start­ling sud­den­ness the frozen si­lence melted. In every part of the hall in­dig­nant seathold­ers were rising to state their views.

			But it is doubt­ful wheth­er, even if he had been gran­ted a con­tinu­ance of their at­ten­tion, Mr. Bill­son would have spoken to much great­er length; for at this mo­ment Lloyd Thomas, who had been gnaw­ing at the strings of his gloves with the air of a man who is able to stand just so much and whose lim­it has been ex­ceeded, now sud­denly shed these obstacles to the freer ex­pres­sion of self, and ad­van­cing bare­han­ded, smote Mr. Bill­son vi­ol­ently on the jaw.

			Mr. Bill­son turned. He was pained, one could see that, but more spir­itu­ally than phys­ic­ally. For a mo­ment he seemed un­cer­tain how to pro­ceed. Then he turned the oth­er cheek.

			The fer­ment­ing Mr. Thomas smote that, too.

			There was no va­cil­la­tion or un­cer­tainty now about Wil­ber­force Bill­son. He plainly con­sidered that he had done all that could reas­on­ably be ex­pec­ted of any pa­ci­fist. A man has only two cheeks. He flung up a mast-like arm, to block a third blow, countered with an ac­cur­acy and spir­it which sent his ag­gressor reel­ing to the ropes; and then, swiftly re­mov­ing his coat, went in­to ac­tion with the un­re­gen­er­ate zeal that had made him the pet­ted hero of a hun­dred wa­ter­fronts. And I, ten­derly scoop­ing Ukridge up as he dropped from the ring, hur­ried him away along the cor­ridor to his dress­ing room. I would have giv­en much to re­main and wit­ness a mix-up which, if the po­lice did not in­ter­fere, prom­ised to be the battle of the ages, but the claims of friend­ship are para­mount.

			Ten minutes later, how­ever, when Ukridge, washed, clothed, and re­stored as near to the nor­mal as a man may be who has re­ceived the full weight of a Lloyd Thomas on a vi­tal spot, was reach­ing for his mack­in­tosh, there filtered through the in­ter­ven­ing doors and pas­sage­ways a sud­den roar so com­pel­ling that my sport­ing spir­it de­clined to ig­nore it.

			“Back in a minute, old man,” I said.

			And, urged by that ever-swell­ing roar, I cantered back to the hall.

			In the in­ter­val dur­ing which I had been min­is­ter­ing to my stricken friend a cer­tain de­cor­um seemed to have been re­stored to the pro­ceed­ings. The con­flict had lost its first ri­ot­ous aban­don. Up­hold­ers of the de­cen­cies of de­bate had in­duced Mr. Thomas to re­sume his gloves, and a pair had also been thrust upon the Bat­tler. Moreover, it was ap­par­ent that the etiquette of the tour­ney now gov­erned the con­flict, for rounds had been in­tro­duced, and one had just fin­ished as I came in view of the ring. Mr. Bill­son was lean­ing back in a chair in one corner un­der­go­ing treat­ment by his seconds, and in the op­pos­ite corner loomed Mr. Thomas; and one sight of the two men was enough to tell me what had caused that sud­den tre­mend­ous out­burst of en­thu­si­asm among the pat­ri­ots of Llunind­nno. In the last stages of the round which had just con­cluded the nat­ive son must have forged ahead in no un­cer­tain man­ner. Per­haps some chance blow had found its way through the Bat­tler’s guard, lay­ing him open and de­fence­less to the fi­nal at­tack. For his at­ti­tude, as he sagged in his corner, was that of one whose mo­ments are numbered. His eyes were closed, his mouth hung open, and ex­haus­tion was writ large upon him. Mr. Thomas, on the con­trary, leaned for­ward with hands on knees, wear­ing an im­pa­tient look, as if this form­al­ity of a rest between rounds irked his im­per­i­ous spir­it.

			The gong soun­ded and he sprang from his seat.

			“Lad­die!” breathed an an­guished voice, and a hand clutched my arm.

			I was dimly aware of Ukridge stand­ing be­side me. I shook him off. This was no mo­ment for con­ver­sa­tion. My whole at­ten­tion was con­cen­trated on what was hap­pen­ing in the ring.

			“I say, lad­die!”

			Mat­ters in there had reached that tense stage when audi­ences lose their self-con­trol—when strong men stand on seats and weak men cry “Sid­down!” The air was full of that elec­tric­al thrill that pre­cedes the knock­out.

			And the next mo­ment it came. But it was not Lloyd Thomas who de­livered it. From some mys­ter­i­ous reser­voir of vi­tal­ity Wil­ber­force Bill­son, the pride of Ber­mond­sey, who an in­stant be­fore had been reel­ing un­der his ant­ag­on­ist’s blows like a stricken hulk be­fore a hur­ricane, pro­duced that one last punch that wins battles. Up it came, whizz­ing straight to its mark, a stu­pendous, mi­ra­cu­lous up­per­cut which caught Mr. Thomas on the angle of the jaw just as he lurched for­ward to com­plete his task. It was the last word. Any­thing milder Llunind­nno’s fa­vour­ite son might have borne with forti­tude, for his was a teak-like frame im­per­vi­ous to most things short of dy­nam­ite; but this was fi­nal. It left no av­en­ue for ar­gu­ment or eva­sion. Lloyd Thomas spun round once in a com­plete circle, dropped his hands, and sank slowly to the ground.

			There was one wild shout from the audi­ence, and then a sol­emn hush fell. And in this hush Ukridge’s voice spoke once more in my ear.

			“I say, lad­die, that blight­er Prev­in has bolted with every penny of the re­ceipts!”

			The little sit­ting room of Num­ber Sev­en Caer­le­on Street was very quiet and gave the im­pres­sion of be­ing dark. This was be­cause there is so much of Ukridge and he takes Fate’s blows so hardly that when any­thing goes wrong his gloom seems to fill a room like a fog. For some minutes after our re­turn from the Odd­fel­lows’ Hall a grue­some si­lence had pre­vailed. Ukridge had ex­hausted his vocab­u­lary on the sub­ject of Mr. Prev­in; and as for me, the dis­aster seemed so tre­mend­ous as to render words of sym­pathy a mere mock­ery.

			“And there’s an­oth­er thing I’ve just re­membered,” said Ukridge, hol­lowly, stir­ring on his sofa.

			“What’s that?” I en­quired, in a bed­side voice.

			“The bloke Thomas. He was to have got an­oth­er twenty pounds.”

			“He’ll hardly claim it, surely?”

			“He’ll claim it all right,” said Ukridge, moodily. “Ex­cept, by Jove,” he went on, a sud­den note of op­tim­ism in his voice, “that he doesn’t know where I am. I was for­get­ting that. Lucky we legged it away from the hall be­fore he could grab me.”

			“You don’t think that Prev­in, when he was mak­ing the ar­range­ments with Thomas’s man­ager, may have men­tioned where you were stay­ing?”

			“Not likely. Why should he? What reas­on would he have?”

			“Gen­tle­man to see you, sir,” crooned the aged fe­male at the door.

			The gen­tle­man walked in. It was the man who had come to the dress­ing room to an­nounce that Thomas was in the ring; and though on that oc­ca­sion we had not been form­ally in­tro­duced I did not need Ukridge’s faint groan to tell me who he was.

			“Mr. Prev­in?” he said. He was a brisk man, dir­ect in man­ner and speech.

			“He’s not here,” said Ukridge.

			“You’ll do. You’re his part­ner. I’ve come for that twenty pounds.”

			There was a pain­ful si­lence.

			“It’s gone,” said Ukridge.

			“What’s gone?”

			“The money, dash it. And Prev­in, too. He’s bolted.” A hard look came in­to the oth­er’s eyes. Dim as the light was, it was strong enough to show his ex­pres­sion, and that ex­pres­sion was not an agree­able one.

			“That won’t do,” he said, in a metal­lic voice.

			“Now, my dear old horse—”

			“It’s no good try­ing any­thing like that on me. I want my money, or I’m go­ing to call a po­lice­man. Now, then!”

			“But, lad­die, be reas­on­able.”

			“Made a mis­take in not get­ting it in ad­vance. But now’ll do. Out with it!”

			“But I keep telling you Prev­in’s bolted!”

			“He’s cer­tainly bolted,” I put in, try­ing to be help­ful.

			“That’s right, mis­ter,” said a voice at the door. “I met ’im sneakin’ away.”

			It was Wil­ber­force Bill­son. He stood in the door­way dif­fid­ently, as one not sure of his wel­come. His whole bear­ing was apo­lo­get­ic. He had a nasty bruise on his left cheek and one of his eyes was closed, but he bore no oth­er signs of his re­cent con­flict.

			Ukridge was gaz­ing upon him with bul­ging eyes.

			“You met him!” he moaned. “You ac­tu­ally met him?”

			“R,” said Mr. Bill­son. “When I was corn­in’ to the ’all. I seen ’im put­tin’ all that money in­to a liddle bag, and then ’e ’ur­ried off.”

			“Good lord!” I cried. “Didn’t you sus­pect what he was up to?”

			“R,” agreed Mr. Bill­son. “I al­ways knew ’e was a wrong ’un.”

			“Then why, you poor wool­len-headed fish,” bel­lowed Ukridge, ex­plod­ing, “why on earth didn’t you stop him?”

			“I nev­er thought of that,” ad­mit­ted Mr. Bill­son, apo­lo­get­ic­ally.

			Ukridge laughed a hideous laugh.

			“I just pushed ’im in the face,” pro­ceeded Mr. Bill­son, “and took the liddle bag away from ’im.”

			He placed on the table a small weather­worn suit­case that jingled mu­sic­ally as he moved it; then, with the air of one who dis­misses some tri­vi­al­ity from his mind, moved to the door.

			“ ’Scuse me, gents,” said Bat­tling Bill­son, de­prec­at­ingly. “Can’t stop. I’ve got to go and spread the light.”

		
	
		
			Ukridge Rounds a Nasty Corner

			The late Sir Rupert Laken­heath, K.C.M.G., C.B., M.V.O., was one of those men at whom their coun­tries point with pride. Un­til his re­tire­ment on a pen­sion in the year 1906, he had been Gov­ernor of vari­ous in­san­it­ary out­posts of the Brit­ish Em­pire situ­ated around the equat­or, and as such had won re­spect and es­teem from all. A kindly ed­it­or of my ac­quaint­ance se­cured for me the job of as­sist­ing the wid­ow of this great ad­min­is­trat­or to pre­pare his mem­oirs for pub­lic­a­tion; and on a cer­tain sum­mer af­ter­noon I had just fin­ished ar­ray­ing my­self suit­ably for my first call on her at her res­id­ence in Thur­loe Square, South Kens­ing­ton, when there was a knock at the door, and Bowles, my land­lord, entered, bear­ing gifts.

			These con­sisted of a bottle with a star­ing la­bel and a large card­board hat­box. I gazed at them blankly, for they held no mes­sage for me.

			Bowles, in his am­bas­sad­ori­al man­ner, con­des­cen­ded to ex­plain.

			“Mr. Ukridge,” he said, with the ring of pa­ternal af­fec­tion in his voice which al­ways crept in­to it when speak­ing of that men­ace to civil­isa­tion, “called a mo­ment ago, sir, and de­sired me to hand you these.”

			Hav­ing now ap­proached the table on which he had placed the ob­jects, I was en­abled to solve the mys­tery of the bottle. It was one of those, fat, bul­ging bottles, and it bore across its dia­phragm in red let­ters the single word “Peppo.” Be­neath this, in black let­ters, ran the le­gend, “It Bucks You Up.” I had not seen Ukridge for more than two weeks, but at our last meet­ing, I re­membered, he had spoken of some foul pat­ent medi­cine of which he had some­how se­cured the agency. This, ap­par­ently, was it.

			“But what’s in the hat­box?” I asked.

			“I could not say, sir,” replied Bowles.

			At this point the hat­box, which had hitherto not spoken, uttered a crisp, sail­orly oath, and fol­lowed it up by singing the open­ing bars of “An­nie Laurie.” It then re­lapsed in­to its former moody si­lence.

			A few doses of Peppo would, no doubt, have en­abled me to en­dure this re­mark­able hap­pen­ing with forti­tude and phlegm. Not hav­ing taken that spe­cif­ic, the thing had a dev­ast­at­ing ef­fect upon my nervous centres. I bounded back and up­set a chair, while Bowles, his dig­nity laid aside, leaped si­lently to­wards the ceil­ing. It was the first time I had ever seen him lay off the mask, and even in that try­ing mo­ment I could not help be­ing grat­i­fied by the spec­tacle. It gave me one of those thrills that come once in a life­time.

			“For Gord’s sake!” ejac­u­lated Bowles.

			“Have a nut,” ob­served the hat­box, hos­pit­ably. “Have a nut.”

			Bowles’s pan­ic sub­sided.

			“It’s a bird, sir. A par­rot!”

			“What the deuce does Ukridge mean,” I cried, be­com­ing the out­raged house­hold­er, “by clut­ter­ing up my rooms with his beastly par­rots? I’d like that man to know—”

			The men­tion of Ukridge’s name seemed to act on Bowles like a sooth­ing draught. He re­covered his poise.

			“I have no doubt, sir,” he said, a touch of cold­ness in his voice that re­buked my out­burst, “that Mr. Ukridge has good reas­ons for de­pos­it­ing the bird in our cus­tody. I fancy he must wish you to take charge of it for him.”

			“He may wish it—” I was be­gin­ning, when my eye fell on the clock. If I did not want to ali­en­ate my em­ploy­er by keep­ing her wait­ing, I must be on my way im­me­di­ately.

			“Put that hat­box in the oth­er room, Bowles,” I said. “And I sup­pose you had bet­ter give the bird some­thing to eat.”

			“Very good, sir. You may leave the mat­ter in my hands with com­plete con­fid­ence.”

			The draw­ing-room in­to which I was shown on ar­riv­ing at Thur­loe Square was filled with many memen­toes of the late Sir Rupert’s gubernat­ori­al ca­reer. In ad­di­tion the room con­tained a small and be­wil­der­ingly pretty girl in a blue dress, who smiled upon me pleas­antly.

			“My aunt will be down in a mo­ment,” she said, and for a few mo­ments we ex­changed com­mon­places. Then the door opened and Lady Laken­heath ap­peared.

			The wid­ow of the Ad­min­is­trat­or was tall, an­gu­lar, and thin, with a sun­tanned face of a cast so de­term­ined as to make it seem a ten­able the­ory that in the years pre­vi­ous to 1906 she had done at least her share of the ad­min­is­trat­ing. Her whole ap­pear­ance was that of a wo­man de­signed by Nature to in­stil law and or­der in­to the bos­oms of bois­ter­ous can­ni­bal kings. She sur­veyed me with an ap­prais­ing glance, and then, as if re­con­ciled to the fact that, poor spe­ci­men though I might be, I was prob­ably as good as any­thing else that could be got for the money, re­ceived me in­to the fold by press­ing the bell and or­der­ing tea.

			Tea had ar­rived, and I was try­ing to com­bine bright dia­logue with the dif­fi­cult feat of bal­an­cing my cup on the smal­lest sau­cer I had ever seen, when my host­ess, hap­pen­ing to glance out of win­dow in­to the street be­low, uttered some­thing mid­way between a sigh and a click of the tongue.

			“Oh, dear! That ex­traordin­ary man again!”

			The girl in the blue dress, who had de­clined tea and was sew­ing in a dis­tant corner, bent a little closer over her work.

			“Mil­lie!” said the ad­min­is­tr­at­ress, plaint­ively, as if de­sir­ing sym­pathy in her trouble.

			“Yes, Aunt Eliza­beth?”

			“That man is call­ing again!”

			There was a short but per­cept­ible pause. A del­ic­ate pink ap­peared in the girl’s cheeks.

			“Yes, Aunt Eliza­beth?” she said.

			“Mr. Ukridge,” an­nounced the maid at the door.

			It seemed to me that if this sort of thing was to con­tin­ue, if ex­ist­ence was to be­come a mere series of shocks and sur­prises, Peppo would have to be in­stalled as an es­sen­tial factor in my life. I stared speech­lessly at Ukridge as he breezed in with the un­mis­tak­able air of sunny con­fid­ence which a man shows on fa­mil­i­ar ground. Even if I had not had Lady Laken­heath’s words as evid­ence, his man­ner would have been enough to tell me that he was a fre­quent vis­it­or in her draw­ing-room; and how he had come to be on call­ing terms with a lady so pree­m­in­ently re­spect­able it was bey­ond me to ima­gine. I awoke from my stupor to find that we were be­ing in­tro­duced, and that Ukridge, for some reas­on clear, no doubt, to his own tor­tu­ous mind but in­ex­plic­able to me, was treat­ing me as a com­plete stranger. He nod­ded cour­teously but dis­tantly, and I, fall­ing in with his un­spoken wishes, nod­ded back. Plainly re­lieved, he turned to Lady Laken­heath and plunged forth­with in­to the talk of in­tim­acy.

			“I’ve got good news for you,” he said. “News about Le­onard.”

			The al­ter­a­tion in our host­ess’s man­ner at these words was re­mark­able. Her some­what for­bid­ding man­ner softened in an in­stant to quite a trem­u­lous flut­ter­ing. Gone was the hauteur which had caused her but a mo­ment back to al­lude to him as “that ex­traordin­ary man.” She pressed tea upon him, and scones.

			“Oh, Mr. Ukridge!” she cried.

			“I don’t want to rouse false hopes and all that sort of thing, lad­die—I mean, Lady Laken­heath, but, upon my Sam, I really be­lieve I am on the track. I have been mak­ing the most as­sidu­ous en­quir­ies.”

			“How very kind of you!”

			“No, no,” said Ukridge, mod­estly.

			“I have been so wor­ried,” said Lady Laken­heath, “that I have scarcely been able to rest.”

			“Too bad!”

			“Last night I had a re­turn of my wretched mal­aria.”

			At these words, as if he had been giv­en a cue, Ukridge reached un­der his chair and pro­duced from his hat, like some con­jurer, a bottle that was own broth­er to the one he had left in my rooms. Even from where I sat I could read those ma­gic words of cheer on its flaunt­ing la­bel.

			“Then I’ve got the very stuff for you,” he boomed. “This is what you want. Glow­ing re­ports on all sides. Two doses, and cripples fling away their crutches and join the Beauty Chor­us.”

			“I am scarcely a cripple, Mr. Ukridge,” said Lady Laken­heath, with a re­turn of her earli­er bleak­ness.

			“No, no! Good heav­ens, no! But you can’t go wrong by tak­ing Peppo.”

			“Peppo?” said Lady Laken­heath, doubt­fully.

			“It bucks you up.”

			“You think it might do me good?” asked the suf­fer­er, waver­ing. There was a glit­ter in her eye that be­trayed the hy­po­chon­dri­ac, the wo­man who will try any­thing once.

			“Can’t fail.”

			“Well, it is most kind and thought­ful of you to have brought it. What with wor­ry­ing over Le­onard—”

			“I know, I know,” mur­mured Ukridge, in a pos­it­ively bed­side man­ner.

			“It seems so strange,” said Lady Laken­heath, “that, after I had ad­vert­ised in all the pa­pers, someone did not find him.”

			“Per­haps someone did find him!” said Ukridge, darkly.

			“You think he must have been stolen?”

			“I am con­vinced of it. A beau­ti­ful par­rot like Le­onard, able to talk in six lan­guages—”

			“And sing,” mur­mured Lady Laken­heath.

			“——and sing,” ad­ded Ukridge, “is worth a lot of money. But don’t you worry, old—er—don’t you worry. If the in­vest­ig­a­tions which I am con­duct­ing now are suc­cess­ful, you will have Le­onard back safe and sound to­mor­row.”

			“To­mor­row?”

			“Ab­so­lutely to­mor­row. Now tell me all about your mal­aria.”

			I felt that the time had come for me to leave. It was not merely that the con­ver­sa­tion had taken a purely med­ic­al turn and that I was prac­tic­ally ex­cluded from it; what was really driv­ing me away was the im­per­at­ive ne­ces­sity of get­ting out in the open some­where and think­ing. My brain was whirl­ing. The world seemed to have be­come sud­denly full of sig­ni­fic­ant and dis­turb­ing par­rots. I seized my hat and rose. My host­ess was able to take only an ab­sent­minded in­terest in my de­par­ture. The last thing I saw as the door closed was Ukridge’s look of big­hearted ten­der­ness as he leaned for­ward so as not to miss a syl­lable of his com­pan­ion’s clin­ic­al rev­el­a­tions. He was not ac­tu­ally pat­ting Lady Laken­heath’s hand and telling her to be a brave little wo­man, but short of that he ap­peared to be do­ing everything a man could do to show her that, rugged though his ex­ter­i­or might be, his heart was in the right place and aching for her troubles.

			I walked back to my rooms. I walked slowly and pens­ively, bump­ing in­to lamp­posts and ped­es­tri­ans. It was a re­lief, when I fi­nally reached Ebury Street, to find Ukridge smoking on my sofa. I was re­solved that be­fore he left he should ex­plain what this was all about, if I had to wrench the truth from him.

			“Hallo, lad­die!” he said. “Upon my Sam, Corky, old horse, did you ever in your puff hear of any­thing so astound­ing as our meet­ing like that? Hope you didn’t mind my pre­tend­ing not to know you. The fact is my po­s­i­tion in that house—What the dick­ens were you do­ing there, by the way?”

			“I’m help­ing Lady Laken­heath pre­pare her hus­band’s mem­oirs.”

			“Of course, yes. I re­mem­ber hear­ing her say she was go­ing to rope in someone. But what a dashed ex­traordin­ary thing it should be you! How­ever, where was I? Oh, yes. My po­s­i­tion in the house, Corky, is so del­ic­ate that I simply didn’t dare risk en­ter­ing in­to any en­tangling al­li­ances. What I mean to say is, if we had rushed in­to each oth­er’s arms, and you had been es­tab­lished in the old lady’s eyes as a friend of mine, and then one of these days you had happened to make a bloom­er of some kind—as you well might, lad­die—and got heaved in­to the street on your left ear—well, you see where I would be. I should be in­volved in your down­fall. And I sol­emnly as­sure you, lad­die, that my whole ex­ist­ence is staked on keep­ing in with that fe­male. I must get her con­sent!”

			“Her what?”

			“Her con­sent. To the mar­riage.”

			“The mar­riage?”

			Ukridge blew a cloud of smoke, and gazed through it sen­ti­ment­ally at the ceil­ing.

			“Isn’t she a per­fect an­gel?” he breathed, softly.

			“Do you mean Lady Laken­heath?” I asked, be­wildered.

			“Fool! No, Mil­lie.”

			“Mil­lie? The girl in blue?”

			Ukridge sighed dream­ily.

			“She was wear­ing that blue dress when I first met her, Corky. And a hat with thing­um­mies. It was on the Un­der­ground. I gave her my seat, and, as I hung over her, sus­pen­ded by a strap, I fell in love ab­so­lutely in a flash. I give you my hon­est word, lad­die, I fell in love with her for all etern­ity between Sloane Square and South Kens­ing­ton sta­tions. She got out at South Kens­ing­ton. So did I. I fol­lowed her to the house, rang the bell, got the maid to show me in, and, once I was in, put up a yarn about be­ing mis­dir­ec­ted and com­ing to the wrong ad­dress and all that sort of thing. I think they thought I was looney or try­ing to sell life in­sur­ance or some­thing, but I didn’t mind that. A few days later I called, and after that I hung about, keep­ing an eye on their move­ments, met ’em every­where they went, and bowed and passed a word and gen­er­ally made my pres­ence felt, and—well, to cut a long story short, old horse, we’re en­gaged. I happened to find out that Mil­lie was in the habit of tak­ing the dog for a run in Kens­ing­ton Gar­dens every morn­ing at el­ev­en, and after that things began to move. It took a bit of do­ing, of course, get­ting up so early, but I was on the spot every day and we talked and bunged sticks for the dog, and—well, as I say, we’re en­gaged. She is the most amaz­ing, won­der­ful girl, lad­die, that you ever en­countered in your life.”

			I had listened to this re­cit­al dumbly. The thing was too cata­clys­mal for my mind. It over­whelmed me.

			“But—” I began.

			“But,” said Ukridge, “the news has yet to be broken to the old lady, and I am striv­ing with every nerve in my body, with every fibre of my brain, old horse, to get in right with her. That is why I brought her that Peppo. Not much, you may say, but every little helps. Shows zeal. Noth­ing like zeal. But, of course, what I’m really re­ly­ing on is the par­rot. That’s my ace of trumps.”

			I passed a hand over my cor­rug­ated fore­head.

			“The par­rot!” I said, feebly. “Ex­plain about the par­rot.” Ukridge eyed me with hon­est as­ton­ish­ment.

			“Do you mean to tell me you haven’t got on to that? A man of your in­tel­li­gence I Corky, you amaze me. Why, I pinched it, of course. Or, rather, Mil­lie and I pinched it to­geth­er. Mil­lie—a girl in a mil­lion, lad­die!—put the bird in a string-bag one night when her aunt was din­ing out and lowered it to me out of the draw­ing-room win­dow. And I’ve been keep­ing it in the back­ground till the mo­ment was ripe for the spec­tac­u­lar re­turn. Wouldn’t have done to take it back at once. Bad strategy. Wiser to hold it in re­serve for a few days and show zeal and work up the in­terest. Mil­lie and I are build­ing on the old lady’s be­ing so su­premely bucked at hav­ing the bird re­stored to her that there will be noth­ing she won’t be will­ing to do for me.”

			“But what do you want to dump the thing in my rooms for?” I de­man­ded, re­minded of my griev­ance. “I nev­er got such a shock as when that damned hat­box began to backchat at me.”

			“I’m sorry, old man, but it had to be. I could nev­er tell that the old lady might not take it in­to her head to come round to my rooms about some­thing. I’d thrown out—mis­takenly, I real­ise now—an oc­ca­sion­al sug­ges­tion about tea there some af­ter­noon. So I had to park the bird with you. I’ll take it away to­mor­row.”

			“You’ll take it away to­night!”

			“Not to­night, old man,” pleaded Ukridge. “First thing to­mor­row. You won’t find it any trouble. Just throw it a word or two every now and then and give it a bit of bread dipped in tea or some­thing, and you won’t have to worry about it at all. And I’ll be round by noon at the latest to take it away. May Heav­en re­ward you, lad­die, for the way you have stood by me this day!”

			For a man like my­self, who finds at least eight hours of sleep es­sen­tial if that school­girl com­plex­ion is to be pre­served, it was un­for­tu­nate that Le­onard the par­rot should have proved to be a bird of high-strung tem­pera­ment, eas­ily up­set. The ex­per­i­ences which he had un­der­gone since leav­ing home had, I was to dis­cov­er, jarred his nervous sys­tem. He was reas­on­ably tran­quil dur­ing the hours pre­ced­ing bed­time, and had star­ted his beauty-sleep be­fore I my­self turned in; but at two in the morn­ing some­thing in the nature of a night­mare must have at­tacked him, for I was wrenched from slum­ber by the sound of a hoarse so­li­lo­quy in what I took to be some nat­ive dia­lect. This las­ted without a break till two-fif­teen, when he made a noise like a steam-riv­eter for some mo­ments; after which, ap­par­ently soothed, he fell asleep again. I dropped off at about three, and at three-thirty was awakened by the strains of a deep-sea chanty. From then on our peri­ods of sleep nev­er seemed to co­in­cide. It was a wear­ing night, and be­fore I went out after break­fast I left im­per­at­ive in­struc­tions with Bowles for Ukridge, on ar­rival, to be in­formed that, if any­thing went wrong with his plans for re­mov­ing my guest that day, the mor­tal­ity stat­ist­ics among par­rots would take an up-curve. Re­turn­ing to my rooms in the even­ing, I was pleased to see that this mani­festo had been taken to heart. The hat­box was gone, and about six o’clock Ukridge ap­peared, so beam­ing and ef­fer­ves­cent that I un­der­stood what had happened be­fore he spoke. “Corky, my boy,” he said, vehe­mently, “this is the mad­dest, mer­ri­est day of all the glad New Year, and you can quote me as say­ing so!”

			“Lady Laken­heath has giv­en her con­sent?”

			“Not merely giv­en it, but be­stowed it blithely, ju­bil­antly.”

			“It beats me,” I said.

			“What beats you?” de­man­ded Ukridge, sens­it­ive to the jar­ring note.

			“Well, I don’t want to cast any as­per­sions, but I should have thought the first thing she would have done would be to make search­ing en­quir­ies about your fin­an­cial po­s­i­tion.”

			“My fin­an­cial po­s­i­tion? What’s wrong with my fin­an­cial po­s­i­tion? I’ve got con­sid­er­ably over fifty quid in the bank, and I’m on the eve of mak­ing an enorm­ous for­tune out of this Peppo stuff.”

			“And that sat­is­fied Lady Laken­heath?” I said, in­cred­u­lously.

			Ukridge hes­it­ated for a mo­ment.

			“Well, to be ab­so­lutely frank, lad­die,” he ad­mit­ted, “I have an idea that she rather sup­poses that in the mat­ter of fin­an­cing the ven­ture my aunt will rally round and keep things go­ing till I am on my feet.”

			“Your aunt! But your aunt has fi­nally and def­in­itely dis­owned you.”

			“Yes. To be per­fectly ac­cur­ate, she has. But the old lady doesn’t know that. In fact, I rather made a point of keep­ing it from her. You see, I found it ne­ces­sary, as things turned out, to play my aunt as my ace of trumps.”

			“You told me the par­rot was your ace of trumps.”

			“I know I did. But these things slip up at the last mo­ment. She seethed with grat­it­ude about the bird, but when I seized the op­por­tun­ity to ask her for her bless­ing I was shocked to see that she put her ears back and jibbed. Got that nasty steely look in her eyes and began to talk about clandes­tine meet­ings and things be­ing kept from her. It was an oc­ca­sion for the swift­est think­ing, lad­die. I got an in­spir­a­tion. I played up my aunt. It worked like ma­gic. It seems the old lady has long been an ad­mirer of her nov­els, and has al­ways wanted to meet her. She went down and out for the full count the mo­ment I in­tro­duced my aunt in­to the con­ver­sa­tion, and I have had no trouble with her since.”

			“Have you thought what is go­ing to hap­pen when they do meet? I can’t see your aunt de­liv­er­ing a strik­ing testi­mo­ni­al to your mer­its.”

			“That’s all right. The fact of the mat­ter is, luck has stood by me in the most amaz­ing way all through. It hap­pens that my aunt is out of town. She’s down at her cot­tage in Sus­sex fin­ish­ing a nov­el, and on Sat­urday she sails for Amer­ica on a lec­tur­ing tour.”

			“How did you find that out?”

			“An­oth­er bit of luck. I ran in­to her new sec­ret­ary, a bloke named Was­sick, at the Sav­age smoker last Sat­urday. There’s no chance of their meet­ing. When my aunt’s fin­ish­ing a nov­el, she won’t read let­ters or tele­grams, so it’s no good the old lady try­ing to get a com­mu­nic­a­tion through to her. It’s Wed­nes­day now, she sails on Sat­urday, she will be away six months—why, damme, by the time she hears of the thing I shall be an old mar­ried man.”

			It had been ar­ranged between my em­ploy­er and my­self dur­ing the pre­lim­in­ary ne­go­ti­ations that I should give up my af­ter­noons to the mem­oirs and that the most con­veni­ent plan would be for me to present my­self at Thur­loe Square daily at three o’clock. I had just settled my­self on the fol­low­ing day in the ground-floor study when the girl Mil­lie came in, car­ry­ing pa­pers.

			“My aunt asked me to give you these,” she said. “They are Uncle Rupert’s let­ters home for the year 1889.”

			I looked at her with in­terest and some­thing bor­der­ing on awe. This was the girl who had ac­tu­ally com­mit­ted her­self to the ap­palling task of go­ing through life as Mrs. Stan­ley Feath­er­stone­haugh Ukridge—and, what is more, seemed to like the pro­spect. Of such stuff are heroines made.

			“Thank you,” I said, put­ting the pa­pers on the desk. “By the way, may I—I hope you will—What I mean is, Ukridge told me all about it. I hope you will be very happy.”

			Her face lit up. She really was the most de­light­ful girl to look at I had ever met. I could not blame Ukridge for fall­ing in love with her.

			“Thank you very much,” she said. She sat in the huge arm­chair, look­ing very small. “Stan­ley has been telling me what friends you and he are. He is de­voted to you.”

			“Great chap!” I said, heart­ily. I would have said any­thing which I thought would please her. She ex­er­cised a spell, this girl. “We were at school to­geth­er.”

			“I know. He is al­ways talk­ing about it.” She looked at me with round eyes ex­actly like a Per­sian kit­ten’s. “I sup­pose you will be his best man?” She bubbled with happy laughter. “At one time I was aw­fully afraid there wouldn’t be any need for a best man. Do you think it was very wrong of us to steal Aunt Eliza­beth’s par­rot?”

			“Wrong?” I said, stoutly. “Not a bit of it. What an idea!”

			“She was ter­ribly wor­ried,” ar­gued the girl.

			“Best thing in the world,” I as­sured her. “Too much peace of mind leads to pre­ma­ture old age.”

			“All the same, I have nev­er felt so wicked and ashamed of my­self. And I know Stan­ley felt just like that, too.”

			“I bet he did!” I agreed, ef­fus­ively. Such was the ma­gic of this Dresden china child that even her pre­pos­ter­ous sug­ges­tion that Ukridge pos­sessed a con­science could not shake me.

			“He’s so won­der­ful and chiv­al­rous and con­sid­er­ate.”

			“The very words I should have used my­self!”

			“Why, to show you what a beau­ti­ful nature he has, he’s gone out now with my aunt to help her do her shop­ping.”

			“You don’t say so!”

			“Just to try to make it up to her, you see, for the anxi­ety we caused her.”

			“It’s noble! That’s what it is. Ab­so­lutely noble!”

			“And if there’s one thing in the world he loathes it is car­ry­ing par­cels.”

			“The man,” I ex­claimed, with fan­at­ic­al en­thu­si­asm, “is a per­fect Sir Ga­la­had!”

			“Isn’t he? Why, only the oth­er day—”

			She was in­ter­rup­ted. Out­side, the front door slammed. There came a pound­ing of large feet in the pas­sage. The door of the study flew open, and Sir Ga­la­had him­self charged in, his arms full of par­cels.

			“Corky!” he began. Then, per­ceiv­ing his fu­ture wife, who had ris­en from the chair in alarm, he gazed at her with a wild pity in his eyes, as one who has bad news to spring. “Mil­lie, old girl,” he said, fe­ver­ishly, “we’re in the soup!”

			The girl clutched the table.

			“Oh, Stan­ley, darling!”

			“There is just one hope. It oc­curred to me as I was—”

			“You don’t mean that Aunt Eliza­beth has changed her mind?”

			“She hasn’t yet. But,” said Ukridge, grimly, “she’s pretty soon go­ing to, un­less we move with the ut­most des­patch.”

			“But what has happened?”

			Ukridge shed the par­cels. The ac­tion seemed to make him calmer.

			“We had just come out of Har­rod’s,” he said, “and I was about to leg it home with these par­cels, when she sprang it on me! Right out of a blue sky!”

			“What, Stan­ley, dear? Sprang what?”

			“This ghastly thing. This fright­ful news that she pro­poses to at­tend the din­ner of the Pen and Ink Club on Fri­day night. I saw her talk­ing to a pug-nosed fe­male we met in the fruit, ve­get­able, birds, and pet dogs de­part­ment, but I nev­er guessed what they were talk­ing about. She was in­vit­ing the old lady to that in­fernal din­ner!”

			“But, Stan­ley, why shouldn’t Aunt Eliza­beth go to the Pen and Ink Club din­ner?”

			“Be­cause my aunt is com­ing up to town on Fri­day spe­cially to speak at that din­ner, and your aunt is go­ing to make a point of in­tro­du­cing her­self and hav­ing a long chat about me.”

			We gazed at one an­oth­er si­lently. There was no dis­guising the grav­ity of the news. Like the com­ing to­geth­er of two un­con­geni­al chem­ic­als, this meet­ing of aunt with aunt must in­ev­it­ably pro­duce an ex­plo­sion. And in that ex­plo­sion would per­ish the hopes and dreams of two lov­ing hearts.

			“Oh, Stan­ley! What can we do?”

			If the ques­tion had been dir­ec­ted at me, I should have been hard put to it to an­swer; but Ukridge, that man of re­source, though he might be down, was nev­er out.

			“There is just one scheme. It oc­curred to me as I was sprint­ing along the Bromp­ton Road. Lad­die,” he pro­ceeded, lay­ing a heavy hand on my shoulder, “it in­volves your co­oper­a­tion.”

			“Oh, how splen­did!” cried Mil­lie.

			It was not quite the com­ment I would have made my­self. She pro­ceeded to ex­plain.

			“Mr. Corcor­an is so clev­er. I’m sure, if it’s any­thing that can be done, he will do it.”

			This ruled me out as a po­ten­tial res­ister. Ukridge I might have been able to with­stand, but so po­tently had this girl’s spell worked upon me that in her hands I was as wax.

			Ukridge sat down on the desk, and spoke with a tense­ness be­fit­ting the oc­ca­sion.

			“It’s rummy in this life, lad­die,” he began in mor­al­ising vein, “how the rotten­est times a fel­low goes through may of­ten do him a bit of good in the end. I don’t sup­pose I have ever en­joyed any peri­od of my ex­ist­ence less than those months I spent at my aunt’s house in Wimble­don. But mark the se­quel, old horse! It was while go­ing through that ghastly ex­per­i­ence that I gained a know­ledge of her habits which is go­ing to save us now. You re­mem­ber Dora Ma­son?”

			“Who is Dora Ma­son?” en­quired Mil­lie, quickly.

			“A plain, eld­erly sort of fe­male who used to be my aunt’s sec­ret­ary,” replied Ukridge, with equal prompt­ness.

			Per­son­ally, I re­membered Miss Ma­son as a rather un­usu­ally pretty and at­tract­ive girl, but I felt that it would be in­ju­di­cious to say so. I con­ten­ted my­self with mak­ing a men­tal note to the ef­fect that Ukridge, whatever his draw­backs as a hus­band, had at any rate that ready tact which is so help­ful in the home.

			“Miss Ma­son,” he pro­ceeded, speak­ing, I thought, in a man­ner a shade more care­ful and meas­ured, “used to talk to me about her job from time to time. I was sorry for the poor old thing, you un­der­stand, be­cause hers was a grey life, and I made rather a point of try­ing to cheer her up now and then.”

			“How like you, dear!”

			It was not I who spoke—it was Mil­lie. She re­garded her be­trothed with shin­ing and ad­mir­ing eyes, and I could see that she was think­ing that my de­scrip­tion of him as a mod­ern Ga­la­had was al­to­geth­er too tame.

			“And one of the things she told me,” con­tin­ued Ukridge, “was that my aunt, though she’s al­ways speak­ing at these bally din­ners, can’t say a word un­less she has her speech writ­ten for her and mem­or­ises it. Miss Ma­son swore sol­emnly to me that she had writ­ten every word my aunt had spoken in pub­lic in the last two years. You be­gin to get on to the scheme, lad­die? The long and the short of it is that we must get hold of that speech she’s go­ing to de­liv­er at the Pen and Ink Club binge. We must in­ter­cept it, old horse, be­fore it can reach her. We shall thus spike her guns. Col­lar that speech, Corky, old man, be­fore she can get her hooks on it, and you can take it from me that she’ll find she has a head­ache on Fri­day night and can’t ap­pear.”

			There stole over me that sick­en­ing con­vic­tion that comes to those in per­il that I was for it.

			“But it may be too late,” I faltered, with a last feeble ef­fort at self-pre­ser­va­tion. “She may have the speech already.”

			“Not a chance. I know what she’s like when she’s fin­ish­ing one of these beastly books. No dis­trac­tions of any sort are per­mit­ted. Was­sick, the sec­ret­ary bloke, will have had in­struc­tions to send the thing to her by re­gistered post to ar­rive Fri­day morn­ing, so that she can study it in the train. Now, listen care­fully, lad­die, for I have thought this thing out to the last de­tail. My aunt is at her cot­tage at Mar­ket Deep­ing, in Sus­sex. I don’t know how the trains go, but there’s sure to be one that’ll get me to Mar­ket Deep­ing to­night. Dir­ectly I ar­rive I shall send a wire to Was­sick—signed ‘Ukridge,’ ” said the schemer. “I have a per­fect right to sign tele­grams ‘Ukridge,’ ” he ad­ded, vir­tu­ously, “in which I tell him to hand the speech over to a gen­tle­man who will call for it, as ar­range­ments have been made for him to take it down to the cot­tage. All you have to do is to call at my aunt’s house, see Was­sick—a splen­did fel­low, and just the sort of chump who won’t sus­pect a thing—get the ma­nu­script, and biff off. Once round the corner, you dump it in the nearest garbage-box, and all is well.”

			“Isn’t he won­der­ful, Mr. Corcor­an?” cried Mil­lie.

			“I can rely on you, Corky? You will not let me down over your end of the busi­ness?”

			“You will do this for us, Mr. Corcor­an, won’t you?” pleaded Mil­lie.

			I gave one look at her. Her Per­sian kit­ten eyes beamed in­to mine—gaily, trust­fully, con­fid­ently. I gulped.

			“All right,” I said, husk­ily.

			A leaden pre­mon­i­tion of im­pend­ing doom weighed me down next morn­ing as I got in­to the cab which was to take me to Heath House, Wimble­don Com­mon. I tried to cor­rect this shud­der­ing pan­ic, by telling my­self that it was simply due to my re­col­lec­tion of what I had suffered at my pre­vi­ous vis­it to the place, but it re­fused to leave me. A black dev­il of ap­pre­hen­sion sat on my shoulder all the way, and as I rang the front-door bell it seemed to me that this imp emit­ted a chuckle more sin­is­ter than any that had gone be­fore. And sud­denly as I waited there I un­der­stood.

			No won­der the imp had chuckled! Like a flash I per­ceived where the fatal flaw in this en­ter­prise lay. It was just like Ukridge, poor im­petu­ous, wool­len-headed ass, not to have spot­ted it; but that I my­self should have over­looked it was bit­ter in­deed. The simple fact which had es­caped our joint at­ten­tion was this—that, as I had vis­ited the house be­fore, the but­ler would re­cog­nise me. I might suc­ceed in pur­loin­ing the speech, but it would be re­por­ted to the Wo­man Up Top that the mys­ter­i­ous vis­it­or who had called for the ma­nu­script was none oth­er than the loathly Mr. Corcor­an of hideous memory—and what would hap­pen then? Pro­sec­u­tion? Jail? So­cial ru­in?

			I was on the very point of re­treat­ing down the steps when the door was flung open, and there swept over me the most ex­quis­ite re­lief I have ever known.

			It was a new but­ler who stood be­fore me.

			“Well?”

			He did not ac­tu­ally speak the word, but he had a pair of those ex­press­ive, beet­ling eye­brows, and they said it for him. A most for­bid­ding man, fully as grim and aus­tere as his pre­de­cessor.

			“I wish to see Mr. Was­sick,” I said, firmly.

			The but­ler’s man­ner be­trayed no cor­di­al­ity, but he evid­ently saw that I was not to be trifled with. He led the way down that fa­mil­i­ar hall, and presently I was in the draw­ing-room, be­ing in­spec­ted once more by the six Pekingese, who, as on that oth­er oc­ca­sion, left their bas­kets, smelt me, re­gistered dis­ap­point­ment, and made for their bas­kets again.

			“What name shall I say, sir?”

			I was not to be had like that.

			“Mr. Was­sick is ex­pect­ing me,” I replied, coldly.

			“Very good, sir.”

			I strolled buoy­antly about the room, in­spect­ing this ob­ject and that. I hummed lightly. I spoke kindly to the Pekes.

			“Hallo, you Pekes!” I said.

			I sauntered over to the man­tel­piece, over which was a mir­ror. I was gaz­ing at my­self and think­ing that it was not such a bad sort of face—not hand­some, per­haps, but with a sort of some­thing about it—when of a sud­den the mir­ror re­flec­ted some­thing else.

			That some­thing was the fig­ure of that pop­u­lar nov­el­ist and well-known after-din­ner speak­er, Miss Ju­lia Ukridge. “Good morn­ing,” she said.

			It is curi­ous how of­ten the gods who make sport of us poor hu­mans de­feat their own ends by over­do­ing the thing. Any contretemps less aw­ful than this, how­ever slightly less aw­ful, would un­doubtedly have left me as limp as a sheet of car­bon pa­per, rattled and stam­mer­ing, in prime con­di­tion to be made sport of. But as it was I found my­self strangely cool. I had a sub­con­scious feel­ing that there would be a re­ac­tion later, and that the next time I looked in a mir­ror I should find my hair strangely whitened, but for the mo­ment I was un­nat­ur­ally com­posed, and my brain buzzed like a cir­cu­lar-saw in an ice­box.

			“How do you do?” I heard my­self say. My voice seemed to come from a long dis­tance, but it was steady and even pleas­ing in timbre.

			“You wished to see me, Mr. Corcor­an?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then why,” en­quired Miss Ukridge, softly, “did you ask for my sec­ret­ary?”

			There was that same acid sub-tinkle in her voice which had been there at our pre­vi­ous battle in the same ring. But that odd alert­ness stood by me well.

			“I un­der­stood that you were out of town,” I said.

			“Who told you that?”

			“They were say­ing so at the Sav­age Club the oth­er night.” This seemed to hold her.

			“Why did you wish to see me?” she asked, baffled by my ready in­tel­li­gence.

			“I hoped to get a few facts con­cern­ing your pro­posed lec­ture tour in Amer­ica.”

			“How did you know that I was about to lec­ture in Amer­ica?” I raised my eye­brows. This was child­ish.

			“They were say­ing so at the Sav­age Club,” I replied. Baffled again.

			“I had an idea, Mr. Corcor­an,” she said, with a nasty gleam in her blue eyes, “that you might be the per­son al­luded to in my neph­ew Stan­ley’s tele­gram.”

			“Tele­gram?”

			“Yes. I altered my plans and re­turned to Lon­don last night in­stead of wait­ing till this even­ing, and I had scarcely ar­rived when a tele­gram came, signed Ukridge, from the vil­lage where I had been stay­ing. It in­struc­ted my sec­ret­ary to hand over to a gen­tle­man who would call this morn­ing the draft of the speech which I am to de­liv­er at the din­ner of the Pen and Ink Club. I as­sume the thing to have been some ob­scure prac­tic­al joke on the part of my neph­ew, Stan­ley. And I also as­sumed, Mr. Corcor­an, that you must be the gen­tle­man al­luded to.”

			I could parry this sort of stuff all day.

			“What an odd idea!” I said.

			“You think it odd? Then why did you tell my but­ler that my sec­ret­ary was ex­pect­ing you?”

			It was the worst one yet, but I blocked it.

			“The man must have mis­un­der­stood me. He seemed,” I ad­ded, loftily, “an un­in­tel­li­gent sort of fel­low.”

			Our eyes met in si­lent con­flict for a brief in­stant, but all was well. Ju­lia Ukridge was a civ­il­ised wo­man, and this han­di­capped her in the con­test. For people may say what they like about the ar­ti­fi­ci­al­it­ies of mod­ern civil­isa­tion and hold its hy­po­cris­ies up to scorn, but there is no deny­ing that it has one out­stand­ing mer­it. Whatever its de­fects, civil­isa­tion pre­vents a gently-bred lady of high stand­ing in the lit­er­ary world from call­ing a man a li­ar and punch­ing him on the nose, how­ever con­vinced she may be that he de­serves it. Miss Ukridge’s hands twitched, her lips tightened, and her eyes gleamed bluely—but she re­strained her­self. She shrugged her shoulders.

			“What do you wish to know about my lec­ture tour?” she said.

			It was the white flag.

			Ukridge and I had ar­ranged to dine to­geth­er at the Re­gent Grill Room that night and cel­eb­rate the happy end­ing of his troubles. I was first at the tryst, and my heart bled for my poor friend as I noted the care­free way in which he ambled up the aisle to our table. I broke the bad news as gently as I could, and the man sagged like a fil­leted fish. It was not a cheery meal. I ex­ten­ded my­self as host, ply­ing him with rich foods and spir­ited young wines, but he would not be com­for­ted. The only re­mark he con­trib­uted to the con­ver­sa­tion, out­side of scattered mono­syl­lables, oc­curred as the waiter re­tired with the ci­gar-box.

			“What’s the time, Corky, old man?”

			I looked at my watch.

			“Just on half-past nine.”

			“About now,” said Ukridge, dully, “my aunt is start­ing to give the old lady an ear­ful!”

			Lady Laken­heath was nev­er, even at the best of times, what I should call a spark­ling wo­man, but it seemed to me, as I sat with her at tea on the fol­low­ing af­ter­noon, that her man­ner was more sombre than usu­al. She had all the ear­marks of a wo­man who has had dis­turb­ing news. She looked, in fact, ex­actly like a wo­man who has been told by the aunt of the man who is en­deav­our­ing to marry in­to her re­spect­able fam­ily the true char­ac­ter of that in­di­vidu­al.

			It was not easy in the cir­cum­stances to keep the ball rolling on the sub­ject of the ’Mgomo-’Mgomos, but I was strug­gling bravely, when the last thing happened which I should have pre­dicted.

			“Mr. Ukridge,” an­nounced the maid.

			That Ukridge should be here at all was astound­ing; but that he should bustle in, as he did, with that same air of be­ing the house­hold pet which had marked his de­mean­our at our first meet­ing in this draw­ing-room, soared in­to the very em­pyr­ean of the in­ex­plic­able. So acutely was I af­fected by the spec­tacle of this man, whom I had left on the pre­vi­ous night a broken hulk, be­hav­ing with the ebul­li­ence of an hon­oured mem­ber of the fam­ily, that I did what I had been on the verge of do­ing every time I had par­taken of Lady Laken­heath’s hos­pit­al­ity—up­set my tea.

			“I won­der,” said Ukridge, plunging in­to speech with the same old breezy ab­rupt­ness, “if this stuff would be any good, Aunt Eliza­beth.”

			I had got my cup bal­anced again as he star­ted speak­ing, but at the sound of this af­fec­tion­ate ad­dress over it went again. Only a jug­gler of long ex­per­i­ence could have ma­nip­u­lated Lady Laken­heath’s mini­ature cups and sau­cers suc­cess­fuly un­der the stress of emo­tions such as I was ex­per­i­en­cing.

			“What is it, Stan­ley?” asked Lady Laken­heath, with a flick­er of in­terest.

			They were bend­ing their heads over a bottle which Ukridge had pulled out of his pock­et.

			“It’s some new stuff, Aunt Eliza­beth, Just put on the mar­ket. Said to be ex­cel­lent for par­rots, Might be worth try­ing.”

			“It is ex­ceed­ingly thought­ful of you, Stan­ley, to have brought it,” said Lady Laken­heath, warmly. “And I shall cer­tainly try the ef­fect of a dose if Le­onard has an­oth­er seizure. For­tu­nately, he seems al­most him­self again this af­ter­noon.”

			“Splen­did!”

			“My par­rot,” said Lady Laken­heath, in­clud­ing me in the con­ver­sa­tion, “had a most pe­cu­li­ar at­tack last night. I can­not ac­count for it. His health has al­ways been so par­tic­u­larly good. I was dress­ing for din­ner at the time, and so was not present at the out­set of the seizure, but my niece, who was an eye­wit­ness of what oc­curred, tells me he be­haved in a most un­usu­al way. Quite sud­denly, it ap­pears, he star­ted to sing very ex­citedly; then, after awhile, he stopped in the middle of a bar and ap­peared to be suf­fer­ing. My niece, who is a most warm­hearted girl, was nat­ur­ally ex­ceed­ingly alarmed. She ran to fetch me, and when I came down poor Le­onard was lean­ing against the side of his cage in an at­ti­tude of com­plete ex­haus­tion, and all he would say was, ‘Have a nut!’ He re­peated this sev­er­al times in a low voice, and then closed his eyes and tumbled off his perch. I was up half the night with him, but now he seems mer­ci­fully to have turned the corner. This af­ter­noon he is al­most his old bright self again, and has been talk­ing in Swahili, al­ways a sign that he is feel­ing cheer­ful.”

			I mur­mured my con­dol­ences and con­grat­u­la­tions.

			“It was par­tic­u­larly un­for­tu­nate,” ob­served Ukridge, sym­path­et­ic­ally, “that the thing should have happened last night, be­cause it pre­ven­ted Aunt Eliza­beth go­ing to the Pen and Ink Club din­ner.”

			“What!” For­tu­nately I had set down my cup by this time.

			“Yes,” said Lady Laken­heath, re­gret­fully. “And I had been so look­ing for­ward to meet­ing Stan­ley’s aunt there. Miss Ju­lia Ukridge, the nov­el­ist. I have been an ad­mirer of hers for many years. But, with Le­onard in this ter­rible state, nat­ur­ally I could not stir from the house. His claims were para­mount. I shall have to wait till Miss Ukridge re­turns from Amer­ica.”

			“Next April,” mur­mured Ukridge, softly.

			“I think, if you will ex­cuse me now, Mr. Corcor­an, I will just run up and see how Le­onard is.”

			The door closed.

			“Lad­die,” said Ukridge, sol­emnly, “doesn’t this just show—”

			I gazed at him ac­cus­ingly.

			“Did you pois­on that par­rot?”

			“Me? Pois­on the par­rot? Of course I didn’t pois­on the par­rot. The whole thing was due to an act of mis­taken kind­ness car­ried out in a spir­it of the purest al­tru­ism. And, as I was say­ing, doesn’t it just show that no little act of kind­ness, how­ever trivi­al, is ever wasted in the great scheme of things? One might have sup­posed that when I brought the old lady that bottle of Peppo the thing would have be­gun and ended there with a few con­ven­tion­al words of thanks. But mark, lad­die, how all things work to­geth­er for good. Mil­lie, who, between ourselves, is ab­so­lutely a girl in a mil­lion, happened to think the bird was look­ing a bit off col­our last night, and with a kindly anxi­ety to do him a bit of good, gave him a slice of bread soaked in Peppo. Thought it might brace him up. Now, what they put in that stuff, old man, I don’t know, but the fact re­mains that the bird al­most in­stantly be­came per­fectly pie-eyed. You have heard the old lady’s ac­count of the af­fair, but, be­lieve me, she doesn’t know one half of it. Mil­lie in­forms me that Le­onard’s be­ha­viour had to be seen to be be­lieved. When the old lady came down he was prac­tic­ally in a drunk­en stupor, and all today he has been suf­fer­ing from a shock­ing head. If he’s really sit­ting up and tak­ing no­tice again, it simply means that he has worked off one of the finest hangovers of the age. Let this be a les­son to you, lad­die, nev­er to let a day go by without its act of kind­ness. What’s the time, old horse?”

			“Get­ting on for five.”

			Ukridge seemed to muse for a mo­ment, and a happy smile ir­ra­di­ated his face.

			“About now,” he said, com­pla­cently, “my aunt is out in the Chan­nel some­where. And I see by the morn­ing pa­per that there is a nasty gale blow­ing up from the south­east!”

		
	
		
			A Bit of Luck for Mabel

			“Life, lad­die,” said Ukridge, “is very rum.”

			He had been ly­ing for some time si­lent on the sofa, his face to­ward the ceil­ing; and I had sup­posed that he was asleep. But now it ap­peared that it was thought, not slum­ber that had caused his un­wonted quiet­ude.

			“Very, very rum,” said Ukridge.

			He heaved him­self up and stared out of the win­dow. The sit­ting-room win­dow of the cot­tage which I had taken in the coun­try looked upon a stretch of lawn, backed by a little spin­ney; and now there stole in through it from the wak­ing world out­side that first cool breeze which her­alds the dawn­ing of a sum­mer day.

			“Great Scott!” I said, look­ing at my watch. “Do you real­ize you’ve kept me up talk­ing all night?”

			Ukridge did not an­swer. There was a curi­ous, faraway look on his face, and he uttered a sound like the last gurgle of an ex­pir­ing soda-wa­ter si­phon, which I took to be his idea of a sigh. I saw what had happened. There is a cer­tain hour at the day’s be­gin­ning which brings with it a strange ma­gic, tap­ping wells of sen­ti­ment in the most hard-boiled. In this hour, with the sun pink­ing the east­ern sky and the early bird chirp­ing over its worm, Stan­ley Feath­er­stone­haugh Ukridge, that battered man of wrath, had be­come maudlin; and, in­stead of be­ing al­lowed to go to bed, I was in for some story of his murky past.

			“Ex­traordin­ar­ily rum,” said Ukridge. “So is Fate. It’s curi­ous to think, Corky, old horse, that if things had not happened as they did I might now be a man of tre­mend­ous im­port­ance, looked up to and re­spec­ted by all in Singa­pore.”

			“Why should any­one re­spect you in Singa­pore?”

			“Rolling in money,” pro­ceeded Ukridge wist­fully.

			“You?”

			“Yes, me. Did you ever hear of one of those blokes out East who didn’t amass a huge for­tune? Of course you didn’t. Well, think what I should have done, with my brain and vis­ion. Ma­bel’s fath­er made a per­fect pot of money in Singa­pore and I don’t sup­pose he had any vis­ion what­so­ever.”

			“Who was Ma­bel?”

			“Haven’t I ever spoken to you of Ma­bel?”

			“No. Ma­bel who?”

			“I won’t men­tion names.”

			“I hate stor­ies without names.”

			“You’ll have this story without names—and like it,” said Ukridge with spir­it. He sighed again. A most un­pleas­ant sound. “Corky, my boy,” he said, “do you real­ize on what slender threads our lives hang? Do you real­ize how tri­fling can be the snags on which we stub our toes as we go through this world? Do you real­ize—”

			“Get on with it.”

			“In my case it was a top hat.”

			“What was a top hat?”

			“The snag.”

			“You stubbed your toe on a top hat?”

			“Fig­ur­at­ively, yes. It was a top hat which altered the whole course of my life.”

			“You nev­er had a top hat.”

			“Yes, I did have a top hat. It’s ab­surd for you to pre­tend that I nev­er had a top hat. You know per­fectly well that when I go to live with my Aunt Ju­lia in Wimble­don I roll in top hats—lit­er­ally roll.”

			“Oh, yes, when you go to live with your aunt.”

			“Well, it was when I was liv­ing with her that I met Ma­bel. The af­fair of the top hat happened—”

			I looked at my watch again.

			“I can give you half an hour,” I said. “After that I’m go­ing to bed. If you can con­dense Ma­bel in­to a thirty-minute sketch, carry on.”

			“This is not quite the sym­path­et­ic at­ti­tude I would like to see in an old friend, Corky.”

			“It’s the only at­ti­tude I’m cap­able of at half past three in the morn­ing. Snap in­to it.”

			Ukridge pondered.

			“It’s dif­fi­cult to know where to be­gin.”

			“Well, to start with, who was she?”

			“She was the daugh­ter of a bloke who ran some sort of im­mensely wealthy busi­ness in Singa­pore.”

			“Where did she live?”

			“In Onslow Square.”

			“Where were you liv­ing?”

			“With my aunt in Wimble­don.”

			“Where did you meet her?”

			“At a din­ner party at my aunt’s.”

			“You fell in love with her at first sight?”

			“Yes.”

			“For a while it seemed she might re­turn your love?”

			“Ex­actly.”

			“And then one day she saw you in a top hat and the whole thing was off. There you are. The en­tire story in two minutes, fif­teen seconds. Now let’s go to bed.”

			Ukridge shook his head.

			“You’ve got it wrong, old horse. Noth­ing like that at all. You’d bet­ter let me tell the whole thing from the be­gin­ning.”

			

			The first thing I did after that din­ner (said Ukridge) was to go and call at Onslow Square. As a mat­ter of fact, I called about three times in the first week; and it seemed to me that everything was go­ing like a breeze. You know what I’m like when I’m stay­ing with my Aunt Ju­lia, Corky. Dap­per is the word. De­bon­air. Per­fectly groomed. Mind you, I don’t say I en­joy dress­ing the way she makes me dress when I’m with her, but there’s no get­ting away from it that it gives me an air. See­ing me strolling along the street with the gloves, the cane, the spats, the shoes and the old top hat, you might won­der if I was a mar­quis or a duke, but you would be pretty sure I was one of the two.

			These things count with a girl. They count still more with her moth­er. By the end of the second week you wouldn’t be far wrong in say­ing that I was the pop­u­lar pet at Onslow Square. And then, rolling in one af­ter­noon for a dish of tea, I was shocked to per­ceive nest­ling in my fa­vor­ite chair, with all the ap­pear­ance of a cove who is ab­so­lutely at home, an­oth­er bloke. Ma­bel’s moth­er was fuss­ing over him as if he were the long-lost son. Ma­bel seemed to like him a good deal. And the nas­ti­est shock of all came when I dis­covered that the fel­low was a bar­on­et.

			Now, you know as well as I do, Corky, that for the or­din­ary work­aday bloke Barts are tough birds to go up against. There is some­thing about Barts that ap­peals to the most soul­ful girl. And, as for the av­er­age moth­er, she eats them alive. Even an eld­erly Bart with two chins and a bald head is bad enough, and this was a young and juicy spe­ci­men. He had a clean-cut, slightly pimply, pa­tri­cian face; and, what was worse, he was in the Cold­stream Guards. And you will bear me out, Corky, when I say that, while an or­din­ary ci­vil­ian Bart is bad enough, a Bart who is also a Guardee is a rival the stoutest-hearted cove might well shud­der at.

			And when you con­sider that prac­tic­ally all I had to put up against this ser­i­ous men­ace was hon­est worth and a happy dis­pos­i­tion, you will un­der­stand why the brow was a good deal wrinkled as I sat sip­ping my tea and listen­ing to the rest of the com­pany talk­ing about people I’d nev­er heard of and en­ter­tain­ments where I hadn’t been among those we also no­ticed.

			After a while the con­ver­sa­tion turned to As­cot.

			“Are you go­ing to As­cot, Mr. Ukridge?” said Ma­bel’s moth­er, ap­par­ently feel­ing that it was time to in­clude me in the chitchat.

			“Wouldn’t miss it for worlds,” I said.

			Though, as a mat­ter of fact, un­til that mo­ment I had rather in­ten­ded to give it the go-by. Fond as I am of the sport of kings, to my mind a race meet­ing where you’ve got to go in a morn­ing coat and a top hat—with the ther­mo­met­er prob­ably in the nineties—lacks fas­cin­a­tion. I’m all for be­ing the young duke when oc­ca­sion re­quires, but races and top­pers don’t seem to me to go to­geth­er.

			“That’s splen­did,” said Ma­bel, and I’m bound to say these kind words cheered me up a good deal. “We shall meet there.”

			“Sir Au­brey,” said Ma­bel’s moth­er, “has in­vited us to his house party.”

			“Taken a place for the week down there,” ex­plained the Bart.

			“Ah!” I said. And, mark you, that was about all there was to say. For the sick­en­ing real­iz­a­tion that this Guardee Bart, in ad­di­tion to be­ing a Bart and a Guardee, also pos­sessed enough cash to take coun­try houses for As­cot Week in that care­less, off­hand man­ner, seemed to go all over me like nettle rash. I was rattled, Corky. Your old friend was rattled. I did some pretty tense think­ing on my way back to Wimble­don.

			When I got there, I found my aunt in the draw­ing-room. And sud­denly some­thing in her at­ti­tude seemed to smite me like a blow. I don’t know if you have ever had that rummy feel­ing which seems to whis­per in your ear that hell’s found­a­tions are about to quiver, but I got it the mo­ment I caught sight of her. She was sit­ting bolt up­right in a chair, and as I came in she looked at me. You know her, Corky, and you know just how she shoots her eyes at you without turn­ing her head, as if she were a ba­silisk with a stiff neck. Well, that’s how she looked at me now.

			“Good even­ing,” she said.

			“Good even­ing,” I said.

			“So you’ve come in,” she said.

			“Yes,” I said.

			“Well, then, you can go straight out again,” she said.

			“Eh?” I said.

			“And nev­er come back,” she said.

			I goggled at her. Mark you, I had been heaved out of the old home by my Aunt Ju­lia many a time be­fore, so it wasn’t as if I wasn’t used to it; but I had nev­er got the boot quite so sud­denly be­fore and so com­pletely out of a blue sky. Usu­ally, when Aunt Ju­lia bungs me out on my ear, it is pos­sible to see it com­ing days ahead.

			“I might have guessed that some­thing like this would hap­pen,” she said.

			And then all things were made plain. She had found out about the clock. And it shows what love can do to a fel­low, Corky, when I tell you that I had clean for­got­ten all about it.

			You know the po­s­i­tion of af­fairs when I go to live with my Aunt Ju­lia. She feeds me and buys me clothes, but for some reas­on best known to her own dis­tor­ted mind it is im­possible to in­duce her to part with a little ready cash. The con­sequence was that, fall­ing in love with Ma­bel as I had done and need­ing a quid or two for cur­rent ex­penses, I had had to rely on my nat­ive in­genu­ity and re­sources. It was ab­so­lutely im­per­at­ive that I should give the girl a few flowers and chocol­ates from time to time, and this runs in­to money. So, see­ing a rather juicy clock do­ing noth­ing on the man­tel­piece of the spare bed­room, I had sneaked it off un­der my coat and put it up the spout at the loc­al pawn­broker’s. And now, ap­par­ently, in some de­vi­ous and un­der­hand man­ner she had dis­covered this.

			Well, it was no good ar­guing. When my Aunt Ju­lia is stand­ing over you with her sleeves rolled up pre­par­at­ory to get­ting a grip on the scruff of your neck and the seat of your trousers, it has al­ways been my ex­per­i­ence that words are use­less. The only thing to do is to drift away and trust to Time, the great heal­er. Some forty minutes later, there­fore, a sol­it­ary fig­ure might have been ob­served leg­ging it to the sta­tion with a suit­case. I was out in the great world once more.

			How­ever, you know me, Corky. The old cam­paign­er. It takes more than a knock like that to crush your old friend. I took a bed-sit­ting-room in Ar­undel Street and sat down to en­vis­age the situ­ation.

			Un­deni­ably things had taken a nasty twist, and many a man lack­ing my vis­ion and en­ter­prise might have turned his face to the wall and said, “This is the end!” But I am made of stern­er stuff. It seemed to me that all was not yet over. I had packed the morn­ing coat, the waist­coat, the trousers, the shoes, the spats and the gloves, and had gone away wear­ing the old top hat; so, from a purely or­na­ment­al point of view, I was in pre­cisely the po­s­i­tion I had been be­fore. That is to say, I could still con­tin­ue to call at Onslow Square; and, what is more, if I could touch George Tup­per for a fiver—which I in­ten­ded to do without delay—should have the funds to go to As­cot.

			The sun, it ap­peared to me, there­fore, was still shin­ing. How true it is, Corky, that no mat­ter how the tem­pests lower there is al­ways sun­shine some­where! How true it is—oh, all right. I was only men­tion­ing it.

			Well, George Tup­per, splen­did fel­low, par­ted without a mur­mur. Well, no, not—to be ab­so­lutely ac­cur­ate—without a mur­mur. Still, he par­ted. And the po­s­i­tion of af­fairs was now as fol­lows: Cash in hand, five pounds. Price of ad­mis­sion to grand­stand and pad­dock at As­cot for first day of meet­ing, two pounds. Time to elapse be­fore As­cot, ten days. Net res­ult—three quid in my kick to keep me go­ing till then and pay my fare down and buy flowers and so on. It all looked very rosy.

			But note, Corky, how Fate plays with us. Two days be­fore As­cot, as I was com­ing back from hav­ing tea at Onslow Square—not a little pre­oc­cu­pied, for the Bart had been very strong on the wing that af­ter­noon—there happened what seemed at first sight an ir­re­medi­able dis­aster.

			The weath­er, which had been fair and warm un­til that even­ing, had sud­denly broken, and a rather nippy wind had sprung up from the east. Now, if I had not been so tensely oc­cu­pied with my thoughts, brood­ing on the Bart, I should, of course, have ex­er­cised reas­on­able pre­cau­tions; but, as it was, I turned the corner in­to the Ful­ham Road in what you might call a brown study; and the first thing I knew my top hat had been whisked off my head and was tool­ing along briskly in the dir­ec­tion of Put­ney.

			Well, you know what the Ful­ham Road’s like. A top hat has about as much chance in it as a rab­bit at a dog show. I dashed after the thing with all pos­sible speed, but what was the use? A tax­icab knocked it side­ways to­ward a bus, and the bus, curse it, did the rest. By the time the traffic had cleared a bit, I caught sight of the ru­ins and turned away with a si­lent groan. The thing wasn’t worth pick­ing up.

			So there I was, dished.

			Or, rather, what the cas­u­al ob­serv­er who didn’t know my en­ter­prise and re­source would have called dished. For a man like me, Corky, may be down, but he is nev­er out. So swift were my men­tal pro­cesses that the time that elapsed between the sight of that ruined hat and my de­cision to pop round to the For­eign Of­fice and touch George Tup­per for an­oth­er fiver was not more than fifty seconds. It is in the crises of life that brains really tell.

			You can’t ac­cu­mu­late if you don’t spec­u­late. So, though funds were run­ning a bit low by this time, I in­ves­ted a couple of bob in a cab. It was bet­ter to be two shil­lings out than to risk get­ting to the For­eign Of­fice and find­ing that Tuppy had left.

			Well, late though it was, he was still there. That’s one of the things I like about George Tup­per, one of the reas­ons why I al­ways main­tain that he will rise to im­press­ive heights in his coun­try’s ser­vice—he does not shirk; he is not a clock watch­er. Many civil ser­vants are apt to call it a day at five o’clock, but not George Tup­per. That is why one of these days, Corky, when you are still strug­gling along turn­ing out art­icles for In­ter­est­ing Bits and writ­ing foot­ling short stor­ies about girls who want to be loved for them­selves alone, Tuppy will be Sir George Tup­per, K.C.M.G., and a dev­il of a fel­low among the Chan­celler­ies.

			I found him up to his eyes in of­fi­cial-look­ing pa­pers, and I came to the point with all speed. I knew that he was prob­ably busy de­clar­ing war on Montenegro or some­where and wouldn’t want a lot of idle chat­ter.

			“Tuppy, old horse,” I said, “it is im­per­at­ive that I have a fiver im­me­di­ately.”

			“A what?” said Tuppy.

			“A ten­ner,” I said.

			It was at this point that I was hor­ri­fied to ob­serve in the man’s eye that rather cold, for­bid­ding look which you some­times see in blokes’ eyes on these oc­ca­sions.

			“I lent you five pounds only a week ago,” he said.

			“And may heav­en re­ward you, old horse,” I replied cour­teously.

			“What do you want any more for?”

			I was just about to tell him the whole cir­cum­stances when it was as if a voice whispered to me, “Don’t do it!” Some­thing told me that Tuppy was in a nasty frame of mind and was go­ing to turn me down—yes, me, an old schoolfel­low, who had known him since he was in Eton col­lars. And at the same time I sud­denly per­ceived, ly­ing on a chair by the door, Tuppy’s top­per. For Tuppy is not one of those civil ser­vants who lounge in­to White­hall in flan­nels and a straw hat. He is a cor­rect dress­er, and I hon­or him for it.

			“What on earth,” said Tuppy, “do you need money for?”

			“Per­son­al ex­penses, lad­die,” I replied. “The cost of liv­ing is very high these days.”

			“What you want,” said Tuppy, “is work.”

			“What I want,” I re­minded him—if old Tuppy has a fault, it is that he will not stick to the point—“is a fiver.”

			He shook his head in a way I did not like to see.

			“It’s very bad for you, all this mess­ing about on bor­rowed money. It’s not that I grudge it to you,” said Tuppy; and I knew, when I heard him talk in that pom­pous, For­eign-Of­fi­cial way, that some­thing had gone wrong that day in the coun­try’s ser­vice. Prob­ably the draft treaty with Switzer­land had been pinched by a for­eign ad­ven­turess. That sort of thing is hap­pen­ing all the time in the For­eign Of­fice. Mys­ter­i­ous veiled wo­men blow in on old Tuppy and en­gage him in con­ver­sa­tion, and when he turns round he finds the long blue en­vel­ope with the im­port­ant pa­pers in it gone.

			“It’s not that I grudge you the money,” said Tuppy, “but you really ought to be in some reg­u­lar job. I must think,” said Tuppy. “I must think. I must have a look round.”

			“And mean­while,” I said, “the fiver?”

			“No. I’m not go­ing to give it to you.”

			“Only five pounds,” I urged. “Five little pounds, Tuppy, old horse.”

			“No.”

			“You can chalk it up in the books to of­fice ex­penses and throw the bur­den on the tax­pay­er.”

			“No.”

			“Will noth­ing move you?”

			“No. And I’m aw­fully sorry, old man, but I must ask you to clear out now. I’m ter­ribly busy.”

			“Oh, right-ho,” I said.

			He bur­rowed down in­to the doc­u­ments again; and I moved to the door, scooped up the top hat from the chair, and passed out.

			Next morn­ing, when I was hav­ing a bit of break­fast, in rolled old Tuppy.

			“I say,” said Tuppy.

			“Say on, lad­die.”

			“You know when you came to see me yes­ter­day?”

			“Yes. You’ve come to tell me you’ve changed your mind about that fiver?”

			“No, I haven’t come to tell you I’ve changed my mind about that fiver. I was go­ing to say that, when I star­ted to leave the of­fice, I found my top hat had gone.”

			“Too bad,” I said.

			Tuppy gave me a pier­cing glance.

			“You didn’t take it, I sup­pose.”

			“Who, me? What would I want with a top hat?”

			“Well, it’s very mys­ter­i­ous.”

			“I ex­pect you’ll find it was pinched by an in­ter­na­tion­al spy or some­thing.”

			Tuppy brooded for some mo­ments.

			“It’s all very odd,” he said. “I’ve nev­er had it hap­pen to me be­fore.”

			“One gets new ex­per­i­ences.”

			“Well, nev­er mind about that. What I really came about was to tell you that I think I have got you a job.”

			“You don’t mean that!”

			“I met a man at the club last night who wants a sec­ret­ary. It’s more a mat­ter with him of hav­ing some­body to keep his pa­pers in or­der and all that sort of thing, so typ­ing and short­hand are not es­sen­tial. You can’t do short­hand, I sup­pose.”

			“I don’t know. I’ve nev­er tried.”

			“Well, you’re to go and see him to­mor­row morn­ing at ten. His name’s Bul­strode, and you’ll find him at my club. It’s a good chance, so for heav­en’s sake don’t be loun­ging in bed at ten.”

			“I won’t. I’ll be up and ready, with a heart for any fate.”

			“Well, mind you are.”

			“And I am deeply grate­ful, Tuppy, old horse, for these es­teemed fa­vors.”

			“That’s all right,” said Tuppy. He paused at the door. “It’s a mys­tery about that hat.”

			“In­sol­uble, I should say. I shouldn’t worry any more about it.”

			“One mo­ment it was there, and the next it had gone.”

			“How like life!” I said. “Makes one think a bit, that sort of thing.”

			He pushed off, and I was just fin­ish­ing my break­fast when Mrs. Beale, my land­lady, came in with a let­ter.

			It was from Ma­bel, re­mind­ing me to be sure to come to As­cot. I read it three times while I was con­sum­ing a fried egg; and I am not ashamed to say, Corky, that tears filled my eyes. To think of her caring so much that she should send spe­cial let­ters ur­ging me to be there made me tremble like a leaf. It looked to me as though the Bart’s num­ber was up. Yes, at that mo­ment, Corky, I felt pos­it­ively sorry for the Bart, who was in his way quite a good chap, though pimply.

			That night I made my fi­nal pre­par­a­tions. I coun­ted the cash in hand. I had just enough to pay my fare to As­cot and back, my en­trance fee to the grand stand and pad­dock, with a mat­ter of fif­teen bob over for lunch and gen­er­al ex­penses and a thought­ful ten bob to do a bit of bet­ting with. Fin­an­cially, I was on vel­vet.

			Nor was there much wrong with the cos­tume de­part­ment. I dug out the trousers, the morn­ing coat, the waist­coat, the shoes and the spats, and I tried on Tuppy’s top­per again. And for the twen­ti­eth time I wished that old Tuppy, a man of ster­ling qual­it­ies in every oth­er re­spect, had had a slightly big­ger head. It’s a curi­ous thing about old George Tup­per. There’s a man who you might say is prac­tic­ally dir­ect­ing the des­tinies of a great na­tion—at any rate, he’s in the For­eign Of­fice and ex­tremely well thought of by the nibs; and yet his size in hats is a small sev­en. I don’t know if you’ve ever no­ticed that Tuppy’s head goes up to a sort of point. Mine, on the oth­er hand, is shaped more like a man­gel-wurzel, and this made the whole thing rather com­plex and un­pleas­ant.

			As I stood at the glass, giv­ing my­self a fi­nal in­spec­tion, I couldn’t help feel­ing what a dif­fer­ence a hat makes to a man. Bare­headed, I was per­fect in every de­tail, but with the hat on I looked a good deal like a bloke about to go on and do a com­ic song at one of the halls. Still, there it was, and it was no good wor­ry­ing about it. I put the trousers un­der the mat­tress to in­sure an ad­equate crease, and I rang the bell for Mrs. Beale and gave her the coat to press with a hot iron. I also gave her the hat and in­struc­ted her to rub stout on it. This, as you doubt­less know, gives a top­per the deuce of a gloss, and when a fel­low is up against a Bart he can’t af­ford to neg­lect the smal­lest de­tail.

			And so to bed.

			I didn’t sleep very well. At about one in the morn­ing it star­ted to rain in buck­ets, and the thought sud­denly struck me: What the deuce was I go­ing to do if it rained dur­ing the day? To buy an um­brella would simply dis­lo­cate the budget bey­ond re­pair. The con­sequence was that I tossed pretty rest­lessly on my pil­low.

			But all was well. When I woke at eight o’clock, the sun was pour­ing in­to the room and the last snag seemed to have been re­moved from my path. I had break­fast, and then I dug the trouser­ings out from un­der the mat­tress, slipped in­to them, put on the shoes, buckled the spats, and rang the bell for Mrs. Beale. I was feel­ing de­bon­air to a de­gree. The crease in the trousers was per­fect.

			“Oh, Mrs. Beale,” I said. “The coat and the hat, please. What a lovely morn­ing!”

			Now, this Beale wo­man, I must tell you, was a slightly sin­is­ter sort of fe­male, with eyes that re­minded me a good deal of my Aunt Ju­lia’s. And I was now some­what rattled to per­ceive that she was look­ing at me in a rather mean­ing kind of man­ner. I also per­ceived that she held in her hand a pa­per or doc­u­ment. And there shot through me, Corky, a name­less fear. It’s a kind of in­stinct, I sup­pose. A man who has been up against it as fre­quently as I have comes to shud­der auto­mat­ic­ally when he sees a land­lady hold­ing a sheet of pa­per and look­ing at him in a mean­ing man­ner. A mo­ment later it was plain that my sixth sense had not de­ceived me.

			“I’ve brought your little ac­count, Mr. Ukridge,” said this fear­ful fe­male.

			“Right!” I said heart­ily. “Just shove it on the table, will you. And bring the coat and hat.”

			She looked more like my Aunt Ju­lia than ever.

			“I must ask you for the money now,” she said. “Be­ing a week over­due.”

			All this was tak­ing the sun­shine out of the morn­ing, but I re­mained de­bon­air.

			“Yes, yes,” I said. “I quite un­der­stand. We’ll have a good long talk about that later. The hat and coat, please, Mrs. Beale.”

			“I must ask you”—she was be­gin­ning again, but I checked her with one of my looks. If there’s one thing I bar in this world, Corky, it’s sor­did­ness.

			“Yes, yes,” I said testily. “Some oth­er time. I want the hat and coat, please.”

			At this mo­ment, by the greatest bad luck, her vam­pire gaze fell on the man­tel­piece. You know how it is when you are dress­ing with un­usu­al care—you fill your pock­ets last thing. And I had most un­for­tu­nately placed my little cap­it­al on the man­tel­piece. Too late I saw that she had spot­ted it. Take the ad­vice of a man who has seen some­thing of life, Corky, and nev­er leave your money ly­ing about. It’s bound to start a dis­agree­able train of thought in the mind of any­one who sees it.

			“You’ve got the money there,” said Mrs. Beale.

			I leaped for the man­tel­piece and trousered the cash.

			“No, no,” I said hast­ily. “You can’t have that. I need that.”

			“Ho?” she said. “So do I.”

			“Now listen, Mrs. Beale,” I said. “You know as well as I do—”

			“I know as well as you do that you owe me two pounds three and six­pence ha’penny.”

			“And in good time,” I said, “you shall have it. But just for the mo­ment you must be pa­tient. Why, dash it, Mrs. Beale,” I said warmly, “you know as well as I do that in all fin­an­cial trans­ac­tions a cer­tain amount of cred­it is an un­der­stood thing. Cred­it is the lifeblood of com­merce. Without cred­it com­merce has no elasti­city. So bring the hat and coat, and later on we will thresh this mat­ter out thor­oughly.”

			And then this wo­man showed a base­ness of soul, a hor­rible low cun­ning which, I like to think, is rarely seen in the fe­male sex.

			“I’ll either have the money,” she said, “or I’ll keep the coat and hat.” And words can­not ex­press, Corky, the hideous ma­lig­nity in her voice. “They ought to fetch a bit.”

			I stared at her, ap­palled.

			“But I can’t go to As­cot without a top hat.”

			“Then you’d bet­ter not go to As­cot.”

			“Be reas­on­able!” I begged. “Re­flect!”

			It was no good. She stood firm on her de­mand for two pounds three and six­pence ha’penny and noth­ing I could say would shift her. I offered her double the sum at some fu­ture date, but no busi­ness was done. The curse of the land­ladies as a class, Corky, and the reas­on they nev­er rise to ease and op­u­lence, is that they have no vis­ion. They do not un­der­stand high fin­ance. They lack the big, broad, flex­ible out­look which wins to wealth. The dead­lock con­tin­ued, ad fi­nally she went off, leav­ing me dished once more.

			It is only when you are in a situ­ation like that, Corky, that you really be­gin to be able to ap­pre­ci­ate the true hol­low­ness of the world. It is only then that the ab­so­lute sil­li­ness and fu­til­ity of hu­man in­sti­tu­tions comes home to you. This As­cot busi­ness, for in­stance. Why in the name of Heav­en, if you are go­ing to hold a race meet­ing, should you make a fool­ish reg­u­la­tion about the sort of cos­tume people must wear if they want to at­tend it? Why should it be ne­ces­sary to wear a top hat at As­cot, when you can go to all the oth­er races in any­thing you like?

			Here was I, per­fectly equipped for Hurst Park, San­down, Gatwick, Ally Pally, Ling­field or any oth­er meet­ing you care to name; and, simply be­cause a ghoul of a land­lady had pinched my top­per, I was ut­terly de­barred from go­ing to As­cot, though the price of ad­mis­sion was bul­ging in my pock­et. It’s just that sort of thing that makes a fel­low chafe at our mod­ern civil­iz­a­tion and won­der if after all Man can be Nature’s last word.

			Such, Corky, were my med­it­a­tions as I stood at the win­dow and gazed bleakly out at the sun­shine. And then, sud­denly, as I gazed, I ob­served a bloke ap­proach­ing up the street.

			I eyed him with in­terest. He was an eld­erly, pros­per­ous bloke with a yel­low­ish face and a white mus­tache, and he was look­ing at the num­bers on the doors as if he was try­ing to spot a des­tin­a­tion. And at this mo­ment he hal­ted out­side the front door of my house, squin­ted up at the num­ber, and then trot­ted up the steps and rang the bell. And I real­ized at once that this must be Tuppy’s sec­ret­ary man, the fel­low I was due to go and see at the club in an­oth­er half hour. For a mo­ment it seemed odd that he should have come to call on me in­stead of wait­ing for me to call on him; and then I re­flec­ted that this was just the sort of thing that the en­er­get­ic, world’s-work­er type of man that Tuppy chummed up with at his club would be likely to do. Time is money with these coves, and no doubt he had re­membered some oth­er ap­point­ment which he couldn’t make if he waited at his club till ten.

			Any­way, here he was, and I peered down at him with a beat­ing heart. For what sent a thrill through me, Corky, was the fact that he was much about my build and was brightly clad in cor­rect morn­ing cos­tume, with top hat com­plete. And though it was hard to tell ex­actly at such a dis­tance and el­ev­a­tion, the thought flashed across me like an in­spir­a­tion from above that that top hat would fit me a dashed sight bet­ter than Tuppy’s had done.

			In an­oth­er minute there was a knock on the door, and he came in.

			See­ing him at close range, I per­ceived that I had not mis­judged this man. He was shortish, but his shoulders were just about the same size as mine, and his head was large and round. If ever, in a word, a bloke might have been de­signed by Provid­ence to wear a coat and hat that would fit me, this bloke was that bloke. I gazed at him with a gleam­ing eye.

			“Mr. Ukridge?”

			“Yes,” I said. “Come in. Aw­fully good of you to call.”

			“Not at all.”

			And now, Corky, as you will no doubt have di­vined, I was, so to speak, at the cross­roads. The fin­ger post of prudence poin­ted one way, that of love an­oth­er. Prudence whispered to me to con­cili­ate this bloke, to speak him fair, to com­port my­self to­ward him as to­ward one who held my des­tinies in his hand and who could, if well dis­posed, give me a job which would keep the wolf from the door while I was look­ing round for some­thing big­ger and more at­tuned to my vis­ion and abil­it­ies.

			Love, on the oth­er hand, was shout­ing to me to pinch his coat and hat and leg it for the open spaces.

			It was the deuce of a di­lemma.

			“I have called—” began the bloke.

			I made up my mind. Love got the de­cision.

			“I say,” I said, “I think you’ve got some­thing on the back of your coat.”

			“Eh?” said the bloke, try­ing to squint round and look between his shoulder blades—silly ass.

			“It’s a squashed to­mato or some­thing.”

			“A squashed to­mato?”

			“Or some­thing.”

			“How would I get a squashed to­mato on my coat?”

			“Ah!” I said, giv­ing him to un­der­stand with a wave of the hand that these were deep mat­ters.

			“Very curi­ous,” said the bloke.

			“Very,” I said. “Slip off your coat and let’s have a look at it.”

			He slid out of the coat and I was on it like a knife. You have to move quick on these oc­ca­sions, and I moved quick. I had the coat out of his hand and the top hat off the table where he had put it, and was out of the door and dash­ing down the stairs be­fore he could ut­ter a yip.

			I put on the coat and it fit­ted like a glove. I slapped the top hat onto my head, and it might have been made for me. And then I went out in­to the sun­shine, as natty a spe­ci­men as ever paced down Pic­ca­dilly.

			I was passing down the front steps when I heard a sort of bel­low from above. There was the bloke, pro­trud­ing from the win­dow; and, strong man though I am, Corky, I ad­mit that for an in­stant I quailed at the sight of the hideous fury that dis­tor­ted his coun­ten­ance.

			“Come back!” shouted the bloke.

			Well, it wasn’t a time for stand­ing and mak­ing ex­plan­a­tions and gen­er­ally ex­chan­ging idle chat­ter. When a man is lean­ing out of win­dow in his shirt sleeves mak­ing the amount of noise that this cove was mak­ing, it doesn’t take long for a crowd to gath­er. And my ex­per­i­ence has been that when a crowd gath­ers, it isn’t much longer be­fore some in­fernal, of­fi­cious po­lice­man rolls round as well. Noth­ing was fur­ther from my wishes than to have this little purely private af­fair between the bloke and my­self sifted by a po­lice­man in front of a large crowd.

			So I didn’t linger. I waved my hand as much as to say that all would come right in the fu­ture, and then I nipped at a fairly high rate of speed round the corner and hailed a taxi. It had been no part of my plans to in­cur the ex­pense of a taxi, I hav­ing ear­marked two­pence for a ride on the Tube to Wa­ter­loo; but there are times when eco­nomy is false prudence.

			Once in the cab, whizz­ing along and put­ting more dis­tance between the bloke and my­self with every re­volu­tion of the wheels, I perked up amaz­ingly. I had been, I con­fess, a trifle ap­pre­hens­ive un­til now; but from this mo­ment everything seemed splen­did. I for­got to men­tion it be­fore, but this fi­nal top hat which now nestled so snugly on the brow was a gray top hat; and, if there is one thing that really lends a zip and a sort of dev­il­ish fas­cin­a­tion to a fel­low’s ap­pear­ance, it is one of those gray top­pers. As I looked at my­self in the glass and then gazed out of the win­dow at the gay sun­shine, it seemed to me that God was in his heav­en and all right with the world.

			The gen­er­al ex­cel­lence of things con­tin­ued. I had a pleas­ant jour­ney; and, when I got to As­cot, I planked my ten bob on a horse I had heard some fel­lows talk­ing about in the train, and, by Jove, it ambled home at a crisp ten to one. So there I was, five quid ahead of the game al­most, you might say, be­fore I had got there. It was with an up­lif­ted heart, Corky, that I strolled off to the pad­dock to have a look at the mul­ti­tude and try to find Ma­bel. And I had hardly emerged from that tun­nel thing that you have to walk through to get from the stand, to the pad­dock when I ran in­to old Tuppy.

			My first feel­ing on ob­serving the dear old chap was one of re­lief that I wasn’t wear­ing his hat. Old Tuppy is one of the best, but little things are apt to up­set him and I was in no mood for a pain­ful scene. I passed the time of day gen­i­ally.

			“Ah, Tuppy,” I said gen­i­ally.

			George Tup­per is a man with a heart of gold, but he is de­fi­cient in tact.

			“How the deuce did you get here?” he asked.

			“In the or­din­ary way, lad­die,” I said.

			“I meant what are you do­ing here dressed up to the nines like this?”

			“Nat­ur­ally,” I replied with a touch of stiff­ness, “when I come to As­cot, I wear the ac­cep­ted morn­ing cos­tume of the well-dressed Eng­lish­man.”

			“You look as if you had come in­to a for­tune.”

			“Yes?” I said, rather wish­ing he would change the sub­ject. In spite of what you might call the per­fect alibi of the gray top­per, I did not want to dis­cuss hats and clothes with Tuppy so soon after his re­cent be­reave­ment. I could see that the hat he had on was a brand new one and must have set him back at least a couple of quid.

			“I sup­pose you’ve gone back to your aunt?” said Tuppy, jump­ing at a plaus­ible solu­tion. “Well, I’m aw­fully glad, old man, be­cause I’m afraid that sec­ret­ary job is off. I was go­ing to write to you to­night.”

			“Off?” I said. Hav­ing had the ad­vant­age of see­ing the bloke’s face as he hung out of the win­dow at the mo­ment of our part­ing, I knew it was off, but I couldn’t see how Tuppy could know.

			“He rang me up last night to tell me that he was afraid you wouldn’t do, as he had de­cided that he must have a sec­ret­ary who knew short­hand.”

			“Oh!” I said. “Oh, did he? Then I’m dashed glad,” I said warmly, “that I pinched his hat. It will be a sharp les­son to him not to raise people’s hopes and shilly-shally in this man­ner.”

			“Pinched his hat? What do you mean?”

			I per­ceived that there was need for cau­tion. Tuppy was look­ing at me in an odd man­ner, and I could see that the turn the con­ver­sa­tion had taken was once more waken­ing in him sus­pi­cions that he ought to have known bet­ter than to en­ter­tain of an old school friend.

			“It was like this, Tuppy,” I said. “When you came to me and told me about that in­ter­na­tion­al spy sneak­ing your hat from the For­eign Of­fice, it gave me an idea. I had been want­ing to come to As­cot, but I had no top­per. Of course, if I had pinched yours, as you ima­gined for a mo­ment I had done, I should have had one; but, not hav­ing pinched yours, of course I hadn’t one. So when your friend Bul­strode called on me this morn­ing I collared his. And now that you have re­vealed to me what a fickle, change­able char­ac­ter he is, I’m very glad I did.”

			Tuppy gaped slightly.

			“Bul­strode called on you this morn­ing, did you say?”

			“This morn­ing at about half-past nine.”

			“He couldn’t have done.”

			“Then how do you ac­count for my hav­ing his hat? Pull your­self to­geth­er, Tuppy, old horse.”

			“The man who came to see you couldn’t have been Bul­strode.”

			“Why not?”

			“He left for Par­is last night.”

			“What!”

			“He phoned me from the sta­tion just be­fore his train star­ted. He had had to change his plans.”

			“Then who was the bloke?” I said.

			The thing seemed to me to have the mak­ings of one of those great his­tor­ic mys­ter­ies you read about. I saw no reas­on why pos­ter­ity should not dis­cuss forever the prob­lem of the bloke in the gray top­per as keenly as they do the man in the iron mask. “The facts,” I said, “are pre­cisely as I have stated. At nine-thirty this morn­ing a bird, gayly ap­pareled in morn­ing coat, sponge-bag trousers and gray top hat presen­ted him­self at my rooms and—”

			At this mo­ment a voice spoke be­hind me.

			“Oh, hullo!”

			I turned, and ob­served the Bart.

			“Hullo!” I said.

			I in­tro­duced Tuppy. The Bart nod­ded cour­teously.

			“I say,” said the Bart. “Where’s the old man?”

			“What old man?”

			“Ma­bel’s fath­er. Didn’t he catch you?”

			I stared at the man. He ap­peared to me to be gib­ber­ing. And a gib­ber­ing Bart is a nasty thing to have hanging about you be­fore you have strengthened your­self with a bit of lunch.

			“Ma­bel’s fath­er’s in Singa­pore,” I said.

			“No, he isn’t,” said the Bart. “He got home yes­ter­day, and Ma­bel sent him round to your place to pick you up and bring you down here in the car. Had you left be­fore he ar­rived?”

			Well, that’s where the story ends, Corky. From the mo­ment that pimply bar­on­et uttered those words, you might say that I faded out of the pic­ture. I nev­er went near Onslow Square again. Nobody can say that I lack nerve, but I hadn’t nerve enough to creep in­to the fam­ily circle and re­sume ac­quaint­ance with that fear­some bloke. There are some men, no doubt, with whom I might have been able to pass the whole thing off with a light laugh, but that glimpse I had had of him as he bel­lowed out of the win­dow told me that he was not one of them. I faded away, Corky, old horse, just faded away. And about a couple of months later I read in the pa­per that Ma­bel had mar­ried the Bart.

			Ukridge sighed an­oth­er sigh and heaved him­self up from the sofa. Out­side, the world was blue-gray with the grow­ing dawn, and even the later birds were busy among the worms.

			“You might make a story out of that, Corky,” said Ukridge.

			“I might,” I said.

			“All profits to be shared on a strict fifty-fifty basis, of course.”

			“Of course.”

			Ukridge brooded.

			“Though it really wants a big­ger man to do it justice and tell it prop­erly, bring­ing out all the fine shades of the tragedy. It wants some­body like Thomas Hardy or Kip­ling or some­body.”

			“Bet­ter let me have a shot at it.”

			“All right,” said Ukridge. “And, as re­gards a title, I should call it ‘His Lost Ro­mance’ or some­thing like that. Or would you sug­gest simply some­thing terse and telling like ‘Fate’ or ‘Des­tiny’?”

			“I’ll think of a title,” I said.

		
	
		
			Buttercup Day

			“Lad­die,” said Ukridge, “I need cap­it­al, old horse—need it sorely.”

			He re­moved his glisten­ing silk hat, looked at it in a puzzled way, and re­placed it on his head. We had met by chance near the east­ern end of Pic­ca­dilly, and the breath­tak­ing gor­geous­ness of his cos­tume told me that, since I had seen him last, there must have oc­curred between him and his aunt Ju­lia one of those peri­od­ic­al re­con­cili­ations which were wont to punc­tu­ate his hec­tic and dis­rep­ut­able ca­reer. For those who know Stan­ley Feath­er­stone­haugh Ukridge, that much-en­dur­ing man, are aware that he is the neph­ew of Miss Ju­lia Ukridge, the wealthy and pop­u­lar nov­el­ist, and that from time to time, when she can bring her­self to for­give and let by­gones be by­gones, he goes to dwell for awhile in gil­ded ser­vitude at her house in Wimble­don.

			“Yes, Corky, my boy, I want a bit of cap­it­al.”

			“Oh?”

			“And want it quick. The truest say­ing in this world is that you can’t ac­cu­mu­late if you don’t spec­u­late. But how the deuce are you to start spec­u­lat­ing un­less you ac­cu­mu­late a few quid to be­gin with?”

			“Ah,” I said, non-com­mit­tally.

			“Take my case,” pro­ceeded Ukridge, run­ning a large, beau­ti­fully gloved fin­ger round the in­side of a spot­less col­lar which ap­peared to fit a trifle too snugly to the neck. “I have an ab­so­lutely safe double for Kemp­ton Park on the fif­teenth, and even a mod­est in­vest­ment would bring me in sev­er­al hun­dred pounds. But book­ies, blast them, re­quire cash down in ad­vance, so where am I? Without cap­it­al, en­ter­prise is strangled at birth.”

			“Can’t you get some from your aunt?”

			“Not a cent. She is one of those wo­men who simply do not dis­gorge. All her sur­plus cash is de­voted to adding to her col­lec­tion of mouldy snuff­boxes. When I look at those snuff­boxes and re­flect that any single one of them, ju­di­ciously put up the spout, would set my feet on the road to For­tune, only my in­nate sense of hon­esty keeps me from pinch­ing them.”

			“You mean they’re locked up?”

			“It’s hard, lad­die. Very hard and bit­ter and iron­ic­al. She buys me suits. She buys me hats. She buys me boots. She buys me spats. And, what is more, in­sists on my wear­ing the damned things. With what res­ult? Not only am I in­fernally un­com­fort­able, but my ex­ter­i­or cre­ates a totally false im­pres­sion in the minds of any blokes I meet to whom I may hap­pen to owe a bit of money. When I go about look­ing as if I owned the Mint, it be­comes dif­fi­cult to con­vince them that I am not in a po­s­i­tion to pay them their beastly one pound four­teen and el­ev­en, or whatever it is. I tell you, lad­die, the strain has be­gun to weigh upon me to such an ex­tent that the break­ing-point may ar­rive at any mo­ment. Every day it is be­com­ing more im­per­at­ive that I clear out and start life again upon my own. But this can­not be done without cash. And that is why I look around me and say to my­self: ‘How am I to ac­quire a bit of cap­it­al?’ ”

			I thought it best to ob­serve at this point that my own cir­cum­stances were ex­tremely straitened. Ukridge re­ceived the in­form­a­tion with a sad, in­dul­gent smile.

			“I was not dream­ing of bit­ing your ear, old horse,” he said. “What I re­quire is some­thing far bey­ond your power to sup­ply. Five pounds at least. Or three, any­way. Of course, if, be­fore we part, you think fit to hand over a couple of bob or half a crown as a small tem­por­ary—”

			He broke off with a start, and there came in­to his face the look of one who has per­ceived snakes in his path. He gazed along the street; then, wheel­ing round, hur­ried ab­ruptly down Church Place.

			“One of your cred­it­ors?” I asked.

			“Girl with flags,” said Ukridge, briefly. A peev­ish note crept in­to his voice. “This mod­ern prac­tice, lad­die, of al­low­ing fe­males with trays of flags and col­lect­ing-boxes to flood the Met­ro­pol­is is de­vel­op­ing in­to a scourge. If it isn’t Rose Day it’s Daisy Day, and if it isn’t Daisy Day it’s Pansy Day. And though now, thanks to a bit of quick think­ing, we have man­aged to es­cape without—”

			At this mo­ment a second flag-girl, emer­ging from Jermyn Street, held us up with a bril­liant smile, and we gave till it hurt—which, in Ukridge’s case, was al­most im­me­di­ately.

			“And so it goes on,” he said bit­terly. “Six­pence here, a shil­ling there. Only last Fri­day I was touched for two­pence at my very door. How can a man amass a huge for­tune if there is this con­stant drain on his re­sources? What was that girl col­lect­ing for?”

			“I didn’t no­tice.”

			“Nor did I. One nev­er does. For all we know, we may have con­trib­uted to some cause of which we heart­ily dis­ap­prove. And that re­minds me, Corky, my aunt is lend­ing her grounds on Tues­day for a bazaar in aid of the loc­al Tem­per­ance League. I par­tic­u­larly wish you to put aside all oth­er en­gage­ments and roll up.”

			“No, thanks. I don’t want to meet your aunt again.”

			“You won’t meet her. She will be away. She’s go­ing North on a lec­tur­ing tour.”

			“Well, I don’t want to come to any bazaar. I can’t af­ford it.”

			“Have no fear, lad­die. There will be no ex­pense in­volved. You will pass the en­tire af­ter­noon in the house with me. My aunt, though she couldn’t get out of lend­ing these people her grounds, is scared that, with so many strangers prowl­ing about, some­body might edge in and sneak her snuff­boxes. So I am left on guard, with in­struc­tions not to stir out till they’ve all gone. And a very wise pre­cau­tion, too. There is ab­so­lutely noth­ing which blokes whose pas­sions have been in­flamed by con­stant ginger-beer will stick at. You will share my vi­gil. We will smoke a pipe or two in the study, talk of this and that, and it may be that, if we put our heads to­geth­er, we shall be able to think up a scheme for col­lect­ing a bit of cap­it­al.”

			“Oh, well, in that case—”

			“I shall rely on you. And now, if I don’t want to be late, I’d bet­ter be get­ting along. I’m lunch­ing with my aunt at Prince’s.”

			He gazed malevol­ently at the flag-girl, who had just stopped an­oth­er ped­es­tri­an, and strode off.

			

			Heath House, Wimble­don, the res­id­ence of Miss Ju­lia Ukridge, was one of that row of large man­sions which face the Com­mon, stand­ing back from the road in the se­clu­sion of spa­cious grounds. On any nor­mal day, the pre­vail­ing note of the place would have been a dig­ni­fied calm; but when I ar­rived on the Tues­day af­ter­noon a vast and un­usu­al activ­ity was in pro­gress. Over the gates there hung large ban­ners ad­vert­ising the bazaar, and through these gates crowds of people were passing. From some­where in the in­teri­or of the garden came the brassy mu­sic of a merry-go-round. I ad­ded my­self to the throng, and was mak­ing for the front door when a sil­very voice spoke in my ear, and I was aware of a very pretty girl at my el­bow.

			“Buy a but­ter­cup?”

			“I beg your par­don?”

			“Buy a but­ter­cup?”

			I then per­ceived that, at­tached to her per­son with a strap, she car­ried a tray con­tain­ing a mass of yel­low pa­per ob­jects.

			“What’s all this?” I in­quired, auto­mat­ic­ally feel­ing in my pock­et.

			She beamed upon me like a high priest­ess ini­ti­at­ing some fa­vour­ite novice in­to a rite.

			“But­ter­cup Day,” she said win­ningly.

			A man of great­er strength of mind would, no doubt, have asked what But­ter­cup Day was, but I have a spine of wax. I pro­duced the first de­cent-sized coin on which my fum­bling fin­gers res­ted, and slipped it in­to her box. She thanked me with a good deal of fer­vour and pinned one of the yel­low ob­jects in my but­ton­hole.

			The in­ter­view then ter­min­ated. The girl flit­ted off like a sun­beam in the dir­ec­tion of a pros­per­ous-look­ing man who had just gone by, and I went on to the house, where I found Ukridge in the study gaz­ing earn­estly through the French win­dows which com­manded a view of the grounds. He turned as I entered; and, as his eye fell upon the saf­fron or­na­ment in my coat, a soft smile of pleas­ure played about his mouth.

			“I see you’ve got one,” he said.

			“Got what?”

			“One of those thing­um­mies.”

			“Oh, these? Yes. There was a girl with a tray of them in the front garden. It’s But­ter­cup Day. In aid of some­thing or oth­er, I sup­pose.”

			“It’s in aid of me,” said Ukridge, the soft smile de­vel­op­ing in­to a face-split­ting grin.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Corky, old horse,” said Ukridge, mo­tion­ing me to a chair, “the great thing in this world is to have a good, level busi­ness head. Many men in my po­s­i­tion, want­ing cap­it­al and not see­ing where they were go­ing to get it, would have giv­en up the struggle as a bad job. Why? Be­cause they lacked Vis­ion and the big, broad, flex­ible out­look. But what did I do? I sat down and thought. And after many hours of con­cen­trated med­it­a­tion I was re­war­ded with an idea. You re­mem­ber that pain­ful af­fair in Jermyn Street the oth­er day—when that fe­male ban­dit got in­to our ribs? You re­call that neither of us knew what we had coughed up our good money for?”

			“Well?”

			“Well, lad­die, it sud­denly flashed upon me like an in­spir­a­tion from above that nobody ever does know what they are cough­ing up for when they meet a girl with a tray of flags. I hit upon the great truth, old horse—one of the pro­found­est truths in this mod­ern civil­iz­a­tion of ours—that any giv­en man, con­fron­ted by a pretty girl with a tray of flags, will auto­mat­ic­ally and without in­quiry shove a coin in­to her box. So I got hold of a girl I know—a dear little soul, full of beans—and ar­ranged for her to come here this af­ter­noon. I con­fid­ently an­ti­cip­ate a cleanup on an im­press­ive scale. The out­lay on the pins and bits of pa­per was prac­tic­ally nil, so there is no over­head and all that comes in will be pure vel­vet.”

			A strong pang shot through me.

			“Do you mean to say,” I de­man­ded with feel­ing, “that that half-crown of mine goes in­to your beastly pock­et?”

			“Half of it. Nat­ur­ally my col­league and part­ner is in on the di­vi­sion. Did you really give half a crown?” said Ukridge, pleased. “It was like you, lad­die. Gen­er­ous to a fault. If every­one had your lav­ish dis­pos­i­tion, this world would be a bet­ter, sweeter place.”

			“I sup­pose you real­ize,” I said, “that in about ten minutes at the out­side your col­league and part­ner, as you call her, will be ar­res­ted for ob­tain­ing money un­der false pre­tences?”

			“Not a chance.”

			“After which, they will—thank God!—pro­ceed to pinch you.”

			“Quite im­possible, lad­die. I rely on my know­ledge of hu­man psy­cho­logy. What did she say when she stung you?”

			“I for­get. ‘Buy a but­ter­cup’ or some­thing.”

			“And then?”

			“Then I asked what it was all about, and she said ‘But­ter­cup Day.’ ”

			“Ex­actly. And that’s all she will need to say to any­one. Is it likely, is it reas­on­able to sup­pose, that even in these ma­ter­i­al­ist­ic days Chiv­alry has sunk so low that any man will re­quire to be told more, by a girl as pretty as that, than that it is But­ter­cup Day?” He walked to the win­dow and looked out. “Ah! She’s come round in­to the back garden,” he said, with sat­is­fac­tion. “She seems to be do­ing a roar­ing trade. Every second man is wear­ing a but­ter­cup. She is now put­ting it across a cur­ate, bless her heart.”

			“And in a couple of minutes she will prob­ably try to put it across a plain-clothes de­tect­ive, and that will be the end.”

			Ukridge eyed me re­proach­fully.

			“You per­sist in look­ing on the gloomy side, Corky. A little more of the con­grat­u­lat­ory at­ti­tude is what I could wish to see in you, lad­die. You do not ap­pear to real­ize that your old friend’s foot is at last on the lad­der that leads to wealth. Sup­pose—put­ting it at the low­est fig­ure—I net four pounds out of this but­ter­cup busi­ness. It goes on Cater­pil­lar in the two o’clock selling race at Kemp­ton. Cater­pil­lar wins, the odds be­ing—let us say—ten to one. Stake and win­nings go on Bis­muth for the Ju­bilee Cup, again at ten to one. There you have a nice, clean four hun­dred pounds of cap­it­al, ample for a man of keen busi­ness sense to build a for­tune on. For, between ourselves, Corky, I have my eye on what looks like the in­vest­ment of a life­time.”

			“Yes?”

			“Yes. I was read­ing about it the oth­er day. A cat ranch out in Amer­ica.”

			“A cat ranch?”

			“That’s it. You col­lect a hun­dred thou­sand cats. Each cat has twelve kit­tens a year. The skins range from ten cents each for the white ones to sev­enty-five for the pure black. That gives you twelve mil­lion skins per year to sell at an av­er­age price of thirty cents per skin, mak­ing your an­nu­al rev­en­ue at a con­ser­vat­ive es­tim­ate three hun­dred and sixty thou­sand dol­lars. But, you will say, what about over­head ex­penses?”

			“Will I?”

			“That has all been al­lowed for. To feed the cats you start a rat ranch next door. The rats mul­tiply four times as fast as cats, so if you be­gin with a mil­lion rats it gives you four rats per day per cat, which is plenty. You feed the rats on what is left over of the cats after re­mov­ing the skins, al­low­ing one-fourth of a cat per rat, the busi­ness thus be­com­ing auto­mat­ic­ally self-sup­port­ing. The cats will eat the rats, the rats will eat the cats—”

			There was a knock upon the door.

			“Come in,” bel­lowed Ukridge, ir­rit­ably. These cap­tains of in­dustry hate to be in­ter­rup­ted when in con­fer­ence.

			It was the but­ler who had broken in upon his stat­ist­ics.

			“A gen­tle­man to see you, sir,” said he.

			“Who is he?”

			“He did not give his name, sir. He is a gen­tle­man in Holy Or­ders.”

			“Not the vicar?” cried Ukridge, in alarm.

			“No, sir. The gen­tle­man is a cur­ate. He in­quired for Miss Ukridge. I in­formed him that Miss Ukridge was ab­sent, but that you were on the premises, and he then de­sired to see you, sir.”

			“Oh, all right,” said Ukridge, resign­edly. “Show him in. Though we are run­ning grave risks, Corky,” he ad­ded, as the door closed. “These cur­ates fre­quently have sub­scrip­tion lists up their sleeves and are ex­tremely apt, un­less you are very firm, to soak you for a dona­tion to the Church Or­gan Fund or some­thing. Still, let I us hope—”

			The door opened, and our vis­it­or entered. He was a rather small size in cur­ates, with an en­ga­ging, in­genu­ous face, ad­orned with a pair of pince-nez. He wore a pa­per but­ter­cup in his coat; and, dir­ectly he began to speak, re­vealed him­self as the pos­sessor of a pe­cu­li­ar stam­mer.

			“Pup-pup-pup—” he said.

			“Eh?” said Ukridge.

			“Mr. pup-pup-pup Ukridge?”

			“Yes. This is my friend, Mr. Corcor­an.”

			I bowed. The cur­ate bowed.

			“Take a seat,” urged Ukridge, hos­pit­ably. “You’ll have a drink?”

			The vis­it­or raised a de­prec­at­ory hand.

			“No, thank you,” he replied. “I find it more be­ne­fi­cial to my health to ab­stain en­tirely from al­co­hol­ic li­quids. At the Uni­ver­sity I was a mod­er­ate drink­er, but since I came down I have found it bet­ter to pup-pup-pup com­pletely. But pray do not let me stop you. I am no big­ot.”

			He beamed for an in­stant in friendly fash­ion; then there came in­to his face a look of grav­ity. Here was a man, one per­ceived, who had some­thing on his mind.

			“I came here, Mr. Ukridge,” he said, “on a pup-pup-pup-pup-pup—”

			“Par­ish mat­ter?” I haz­arded, to help him out.

			He shook his head.

			“No, a pup-pup-pup—”

			“Pleas­ure-trip?” sug­ges­ted Ukridge.

			He shook his head again.

			“No, a pup-pup-pup un­con­geni­al er­rand. I un­der­stand that Miss Ukridge is ab­sent and that you, as her neph­ew, are, there­fore, the presid­ing geni­us, if I may use the ex­pres­sion, of these pup-pup-pup fest­iv­it­ies.”

			“Eh?” said Ukridge, fogged.

			“I mean that it is to you that com­plaints should be made.”

			“Com­plaints?”

			“Of what is go­ing on in Miss Ukridge’s garden—one might say un­der her im­prim­at­ur.”

			Ukridge’s clas­sic­al edu­ca­tion had been cut short by the fact that at an early age he had un­for­tu­nately been ex­pelled from the school of which in boy­hood’s days we had been fel­low-mem­bers, and Lat­in small-talk was not his forte. This one passed well over his head. He looked at me plaint­ively, and I trans­lated.

			“He means,” I said, “that your aunt lent her grounds for this binge and so has a right to early in­form­a­tion about any rough stuff that is be­ing pulled on the premises.”

			“Ex­actly,” said the cur­ate.

			“But, dash it, lad­die,” pro­tested Ukridge, now abreast of the situ­ation, “it’s no good com­plain­ing of any­thing that hap­pens at a char­ity bazaar. You know as well as I do that, when the mem­bers of a Tem­per­ance League get to­geth­er and start selling things at stalls, any­thing goes ex­cept gou­ging and bit­ing. The only thing to do is to be light on your feet and keep away.”

			The cur­ate shook his head sadly.

			“I have no com­plaint to make con­cern­ing the man­ner in which the stalls are be­ing con­duc­ted, Mr. pup-pup-pup. It is only to be ex­pec­ted that at a bazaar in aid of a de­serving cause the prices of the vari­ous art­icles on sale will be in ex­cess of those charged in the or­din­ary marts of trade. But de­lib­er­ate and cal­cu­lated swind­ling is an­oth­er mat­ter.”

			“Swind­ling?”

			“There is a young wo­man in the grounds ex­tort­ing money from the pub­lic on the plea that it is But­ter­cup Day. And here is the point, Mr. Ukridge. But­ter­cup Day is the flag-day of the Na­tion­al Or­tho­paed­ic In­sti­tute, and is not to take place for some weeks. This young per­son is de­lib­er­ately cheat­ing the pub­lic.”

			Ukridge licked his lips, with a hunted ex­pres­sion.

			“Prob­ably a loc­al in­sti­tu­tion of the same name,” I sug­ges­ted.

			“That’s it,” said Ukridge grate­fully. “Just what I was go­ing to say my­self. Prob­ably a loc­al in­sti­tu­tion. Fresh Air Fund for the poor of the neigh­bour­hood, I shouldn’t won­der. I be­lieve I’ve heard them talk about it, now I come to think.”

			The cur­ate re­fused to con­sider the the­ory.

			“No,” he said. “If that had been so the young wo­man would have in­formed me. In an­swer to my ques­tions, her man­ner was evas­ive and I could eli­cit no sat­is­fact­ory reply. She merely smiled and re­peated the words ‘But­ter­cup Day.’ I feel that the po­lice should be called in.”

			“The po­lice!” gurgled Ukridge, pal­lidly.

			“It is our pup-pup duty,” said the cur­ate, look­ing like a man who writes let­ters to the press signed “Pro Bono Pub­lico.”

			Ukridge shot out of his chair with a con­vuls­ive bound. He grasped my arm and led me to the door.

			“Ex­cuse me,” he said. “Corky,” he whispered tensely, drag­ging me out in­to the pas­sage, “go and tell her to leg it—quick!”

			“Right!” I said.

			“You will no doubt find a con­stable in the road,” roared Ukridge.

			“I bet I will,” I replied in a clear car­ry­ing voice.

			“We can’t have this sort of thing go­ing on here,” bel­lowed Ukridge.

			“Cer­tainly not,” I shouted with en­thu­si­asm.

			He re­turned to the study, and I went forth upon my er­rand of mercy. I had reached the front door and was about to open it, when it sud­denly opened it­self, and the next mo­ment I was gaz­ing in­to the clear blue eyes of Ukridge’s aunt Ju­lia.

			“Oh—ah—er!” I said.

			There are cer­tain people in this world in whose pres­ence cer­tain oth­er people can nev­er feel com­pletely at their ease. Not­able among the people be­neath whose gaze I my­self ex­per­i­ence a sen­sa­tion of ex­treme dis­com­fort and guilt is Miss Ju­lia Ukridge, au­thor of so many widely-read nov­els and pop­u­lar after-din­ner speak­er at the bet­ter class of lit­er­ary re­union. This was the fourth time we had met, and on each of the pre­vi­ous oc­ca­sions I had felt the same curi­ous il­lu­sion of hav­ing just com­mit­ted some par­tic­u­larly un­sa­voury crime and—what is more—of hav­ing done it with swollen hands, en­larged feet, and trousers bag­ging at the knee on a morn­ing when I had omit­ted to shave.

			I stood and gaped. Al­though she had no doubt made her entry by the simple pro­cess of in­sert­ing a latch­key in the front door and turn­ing it, her ab­rupt ap­pear­ance had on me the ef­fect of a mir­acle.

			“Mr. Corcor­an!” she ob­served, without pleas­ure.

			“Er—”

			“What are you do­ing here?”

			An in­hos­pit­able re­mark; but jus­ti­fied, per­haps, by the cir­cum­stances of our pre­vi­ous re­la­tions—which had not been of the most agree­able.

			“I came to see—er—Stan­ley.”

			“Oh?”

			“He wanted me with him this af­ter­noon.”

			“In­deed?” she said; and her man­ner sug­ges­ted sur­prise at what she evid­ently con­sidered a strange and even mor­bid taste on her neph­ew’s part.

			“I thought—we thought—we both thought you were lec­tur­ing up north.”

			“When I ar­rived at the club for lunch­eon I found a tele­gram post­pon­ing my vis­it,” she con­des­cen­ded to ex­plain. “Where is Stan­ley?”

			“In your study.”

			“I will go there. I wish to see him.”

			I began to feel like Hora­ti­us at the Bridge. It seemed to me that, foe of the hu­man race though Ukridge was in so many re­spects, it was my duty as a lifelong friend to pre­vent this wo­man win­ning through to him un­til that cur­ate was well out of the way. I have a great be­lief in wo­man’s in­tu­ition, and I was con­vinced that, should Miss Ju­lia Ukridge learn that there was a girl in her grounds selling pa­per but­ter­cups for a nonex­ist­ent char­ity, her keen in­tel­li­gence would leap without the slight­est hes­it­a­tion to the fact of her neph­ew’s com­pli­city in the dis­grace­ful af­fair. She had had pre­vi­ous ex­per­i­ence of Ukridge’s fin­an­cial meth­ods.

			In this crisis I thought rap­idly.

			“Oh, by the way,” I said. “It nearly slipped my mind. The—er—the man in charge of all this busi­ness told me he par­tic­u­larly wanted to see you dir­ectly you came back.”

			“What do you mean by the man in charge of all this busi­ness?”

			“The fel­low who got up the bazaar, you know.”

			“Do you mean Mr. Sims, the pres­id­ent of the Tem­per­ance League?”

			“That’s right. He told me he wanted to see you.”

			“How could he pos­sibly know that I should be com­ing back?”

			“Oh, in case you did, I mean.” I had what Ukridge would have called an in­spir­a­tion from above. “I think he wants you to say a few words.”

			I doubt if any­thing else would have shif­ted her. There came in­to her eyes, soften­ing their steely glit­ter for a mo­ment, that strange light which is seen only in the eyes of con­firmed pub­lic speak­ers who are asked to say a few words.

			“Well, I will go and see him.”

			She turned away, and I bounded back to the study. The ad­vent of the mis­tress of the house had ma­ter­i­ally altered my plans for the af­ter­noon. What I pro­posed to do now was to in­form Ukridge of her ar­rival, ad­vise him to eject the cur­ate with all pos­sible speed, give him my bless­ing, and then slide quietly and un­os­ten­ta­tiously away, without any fur­ther form­al­it­ies of farewell. I am not un­duly sens­it­ive, but there had been that in Miss Ukridge’s man­ner at our re­cent meet­ing which told me that I was not her ideal guest.

			I entered the study. The cur­ate was gone, and Ukridge, breath­ing heav­ily, was fast asleep in an arm­chair.

			The dis­ap­pear­ance of the cur­ate puzzled me for a mo­ment. He was rather an in­sig­ni­fic­ant little man, but not so in­sig­ni­fic­ant that I would not have no­ticed him if he had passed me while I was stand­ing at the front door. And then I saw that the french win­dows were open.

			It seemed to me that there was noth­ing to keep me. The strong dis­taste for this house which I had nev­er lost since my first entry in­to it had been grow­ing, and now the great open spaces called to me with an im­per­i­ous voice. I turned softly, and found my host­ess stand­ing in the door­way.

			“Oh, ah!” I said; and once more was af­flic­ted by that curi­ous sen­sa­tion of hav­ing swelled in a very loath­some man­ner about the hands and feet. I have ob­served my hands from time to time dur­ing my life and have nev­er been struck by any­thing par­tic­u­larly hideous about them: but whenev­er I en­counter Miss Ju­lia Ukridge they in­vari­ably take on the ap­pear­ance and pro­por­tions of un­cooked hams.

			“Did you tell me, Mr. Corcor­an,” said the wo­man in that quiet, purring voice which must lose her so many friends, not only in Wimble­don but in the lar­ger world out­side, “that you saw Mr. Sims and he said that he wished to speak to me?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Curi­ous,” said Miss Ukridge. “I find that Mr. Sims is con­fined to his bed with a chill and has not been here today.”

			I could sym­path­ize with Mr. Sims’s chills. I felt as if I had caught one my­self. I would—pos­sibly—have made some reply, but at this mo­ment an enorm­ous snore pro­ceeded from the arm­chair be­hind me, and such was my over­wrought con­di­tion that I leaped like a young ram.

			“Stan­ley!” cried Miss Ukridge, sight­ing the chair.

			An­oth­er snore rumbled through the air, com­pet­ing with the mu­sic of the merry-go-round. Miss Ukridge ad­vanced and shook her neph­ew’s arm.

			“I think,” I said, be­ing in the frame of mind when one does say silly things of that sort, “I think he’s asleep.”

			“Asleep!” said Miss Ukridge briefly. Her eye fell on the half empty glass on the table, and she shuddered aus­terely.

			The in­ter­pret­a­tion which she ob­vi­ously placed on the mat­ter seemed in­cred­ible to me. On the stage and in mo­tion-pic­tures one fre­quently sees vic­tims of drink keel over in a state of com­plete un­con­scious­ness after a single glass, but Ukridge was surely of stern­er stuff.

			“I can’t un­der­stand it,” I said.

			“In­deed!” said Miss Ukridge.

			“Why, I have only been out of the room half a minute, and when I left him he was talk­ing to a cur­ate.”

			“A cur­ate?”

			“Ab­so­lutely a cur­ate. It’s hardly likely, is it, that when he was talk­ing to a cur­ate he would—”

			My speech for the de­fence was cut short by a sud­den, sharp noise which, pro­ceed­ing from im­me­di­ately be­hind me, caused me once more to quiver con­vuls­ively.

			“Well, sir?” said Miss Ukridge.

			She was look­ing past me; and, turn­ing, I per­ceived that a stranger had joined us. He was stand­ing in the french win­dows, and the noise which had startled me had ap­par­ently been caused by him rap­ping on the glass with the knob of a stick.

			“Miss Ukridge?” said the new­comer.

			He was one of those hard-faced, keen-eyed men. There clung about him, as he ad­vanced in­to the room, a subtle air of au­thor­ity. That he was a man of char­ac­ter and res­ol­u­tion was proved by the fact that he met Miss Ukridge’s eye without a tremor.

			“I am Miss Ukridge. Might I in­quire—?”

			The vis­it­or looked harder-faced and more keen-eyed than ever.

			“My name is Dawson. From the Yard.”

			“What yard?” asked the lady of the house, who, it seemed, did not read de­tect­ive stor­ies.

			“Scot­land Yard.”

			“Oh!”

			“I have come to warn you, Miss Ukridge,” said Mr. Dawson, look­ing at me as if I were a blood­stain, “to be on your guard. One of the greatest ras­cals in the pro­fes­sion is hanging about your grounds.”

			“Then why don’t you ar­rest him?” de­man­ded Miss Ukridge. The vis­it­or smiled faintly.

			“Be­cause I want to get him good,” he said.

			“Get him good? Do you mean re­form him?”

			“I do not mean re­form him,” said Mr. Dawson, grimly. “I mean that I want to catch him try­ing on some­thing worth pulling him in for. There’s no sense in tak­ing a man like Stut­ter­ing Sam for be­ing a sus­pec­ted per­son.”

			“Stut­ter­ing Sam!” I cried, and Mr. Dawson eyed me keenly once more, this time al­most as in­tently as if I had been the blunt in­stru­ment with which the murder was com­mit­ted.

			“Eh?” he said.

			“Oh, noth­ing. Only it’s curi­ous—”

			“What’s curi­ous?”

			“Oh, no, it couldn’t be. This fel­low was a cur­ate. A most re­spect­able man.”

			“Have you seen a cur­ate who stuttered?” ex­claimed Mr. Dawson.

			“Why, yes. He—”

			“Hullo!” said Mr. Dawson. “Who’s this?”

			“That,” replied Miss Ukridge, eye­ing the arm­chair with loath­ing, “is my neph­ew Stan­ley.”

			“Sound sleep­er.”

			“I prefer not to talk about him.”

			“Tell me about this cur­ate,” said Mr. Dawson, brusquely.

			“Well, he came in—”

			“Came in? In here?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why?”

			“Well—”

			“He must have had some story. What was it?”

			I thought it ju­di­cious, in the in­terests of my sleep­ing friend, to de­part some­what from the pre­cise truth.

			“He—er—I think he said some­thing about be­ing in­ter­ested in Miss Ukridge’s col­lec­tion of snuff­boxes.”

			“Have you a col­lec­tion of snuff­boxes, Miss Ukridge?”

			“Yes.”

			“Where do you keep them?”

			“In the draw­ing-room.”

			“Take me there, if you please.”

			“But I don’t un­der­stand.”

			Mr. Dawson clicked his tongue in an an­noyed man­ner. He seemed to be an ir­rit­able sleuth­hound.

			“I should have thought the thing was clear enough by this time. This man worms his way in­to your house with a plaus­ible story, gets rid of this gen­tle­man here—How did he get rid of you?”

			“Oh, I just went, you know. I thought I would like a stroll.”

			“Oh? Well, hav­ing con­trived to be alone with your neph­ew, Miss Ukridge, he slips knock­out drops in his drink—”

			“Knock­out drops?”

			“A drug of some kind,” ex­plained Mr. Dawson, chaf­ing at her slow­ness of in­tel­li­gence.

			“But the man was a cur­ate!”

			Mr. Dawson barked shortly.

			“Pos­ing as a cur­ate is the thing Stut­ter­ing Sam does best. He works the races in that char­ac­ter. Is this the draw­ing-room?”

			It was. And it did not need the sharp, ag­on­ized cry which pro­ceeded from its own­er’s lips to tell us that the worst had happened. The floor was covered with splintered wood and broken glass.

			“They’re gone!” cried Miss Ukridge.

			It is curi­ous how dif­fer­ently the same phe­nomen­on can strike dif­fer­ent people. Miss Ukridge was a frozen statue of grief. Mr. Dawson, on the oth­er hand, seemed pleased. He stroked his short mous­tache with an air of in­dul­gent com­pla­cency, and spoke of neat jobs. He de­scribed Stut­ter­ing Sam as a Tough Baby, and gave it as his opin­ion that the ab­sent one might justly be con­sidered one of the lads and not the worst of them.

			“What shall I do?” wailed Miss Ukridge. I was sorry for the wo­man. I did not like her, but she was suf­fer­ing.

			“The first thing to do,” said Mr. Dawson, briskly, “is to find out how much the fel­low has got away with. Have you any oth­er valu­ables in the house?”

			“My jew­els are in my bed­room.”

			“Where?”

			“I keep them in a box in the dress-cup­board.”

			“Well, it’s hardly likely that he would find them there, but I’d bet­ter go and see. You be tak­ing a look round in here and make a com­plete list of what has been stolen.”

			“All my snuff­boxes are gone.”

			“Well, see if there is any­thing else miss­ing. Where is your bed­room?”

			“On the first floor, fa­cing the front.”

			“Right.”

			Mr. Dawson, all briskness and ef­fi­ciency, left us. I was sorry to see him go. I had an idea that it would not be pleas­ant be­ing left alone with this be­reaved wo­man. Nor was it.

			“Why on earth,” said Miss Ukridge, round­ing on me as if I had been a re­la­tion, “did you not sus­pect this man when he came in?”

			“Why, I—he—”

			“A child ought to have been able to tell that he was not a real cur­ate.”

			“He seemed—”

			“Seemed!” She wandered rest­lessly about the room, and sud­denly a sharp cry pro­ceeded from her. “My jade Buddha!”

			“I beg your par­don?”

			“That scoun­drel has stolen my jade Buddha. Go and tell the de­tect­ive.”

			“Cer­tainly.”

			“Go on! What are you wait­ing for?”

			I fumbled at the handle.

			“I don’t seem able to get the door open,” I ex­plained, meekly.

			“Tchah!” said Miss Ukridge, swoop­ing down. One of the rooted con­vic­tions of each mem­ber of the hu­man race is that he or she is able without dif­fi­culty to open a door which has baffled their fel­lows. She took the handle and gave it a vig­or­ous tug. The door creaked but re­mained un­re­spons­ive.

			“What’s the mat­ter with the thing?” ex­claimed Miss Ukridge, petu­lantly.

			“It’s stuck.”

			“I know it has stuck. Please do some­thing at once. Good gra­cious, Mr. Corcor­an, surely you are at least able to open a draw­ing-room door?”

			It seemed, put in that tone of voice, a feat suf­fi­ciently mod­est for a man of good physique and fair gen­er­al edu­ca­tion; but I was re­luct­antly com­pelled to con­fess, after a few more ex­per­i­ments, that it was bey­ond my powers. This ap­peared to con­firm my host­ess in the opin­ion, long held by her, that I was about the most miser­able worm that an in­scrut­able Provid­ence had ever per­mit­ted to enter the world.

			She did not ac­tu­ally say as much, but she sniffed, and I in­ter­preted her mean­ing ex­actly.

			“Ring the bell!”

			I rang the bell.

			“Ring it again!”

			I rang it again.

			“Shout!”

			I shouted.

			“Go on shout­ing!”

			I went on shout­ing. I was in good voice that day. I shouted “Hi!”; I shouted “Here!”; I shouted “Help!” I also shouted in a broad, gen­er­al way. It was a per­form­ance which should have re­ceived more than a word of grate­ful thanks. But all Miss Ukridge said, when I paused for breath, was:

			“Don’t whis­per!”

			I nursed my aching vo­cal cords in a wounded si­lence.

			“Help!” cried Miss Ukridge.

			Con­sidered as a shout, it was not in the same class as mine. It lacked body, vim, and even timbre. But, by that curi­ous irony which gov­erns hu­man af­fairs, it pro­duced res­ults. Out­side the door a thick voice spoke in an­swer.

			“What’s up?”

			“Open this door!”

			The handle rattled.

			“It’s stuck,” said a voice, which I now re­cog­nized as that of my old friend, Stan­ley Feath­er­stone­haugh Ukridge.

			“I know it has stuck. Is that you, Stan­ley? See what is caus­ing it to stick.”

			A mo­ment of si­lence fol­lowed. In­vest­ig­a­tions were ap­par­ently in pro­gress without.

			“There’s a wedge jammed un­der it.”

			“Well, take it out at once.”

			“I’ll have to get a knife or some­thing.”

			An­oth­er in­ter­val for rest and med­it­a­tion suc­ceeded. Miss Ukridge paced the floor with knit brows; while I sidled in­to a corner and stood there feel­ing a little like an in­ex­per­i­enced young an­im­al-train­er who has man­aged to get him­self locked in­to the lions’ den and is try­ing to re­mem­ber what Les­son Three of his cor­res­pond­ence course said he ought to do in such cir­cum­stances.

			Foot­steps soun­ded out­side, and then a wrench­ing and scratch­ing. The door opened and we be­held on the mat Ukridge, with a carving-knife in his hand, look­ing headachy and dishevelled, and the but­ler, his pro­fes­sion­al poise rudely dis­turbed and his face stained with coal-dust.

			It was char­ac­ter­ist­ic of Miss Ukridge that it was to the erring do­mest­ic rather than the res­cuing neph­ew that she turned first.

			“Barter,” she hissed, as far as a wo­man, even of her in­tel­lec­tu­al gifts, is cap­able of hiss­ing the word “Barter,” “why didn’t you come when I rang?”

			“I did not hear the bell, madam. I was—”

			“You must have heard the bell.”

			“No, madam.”

			“Why not?”

			“Be­cause I was in the coal-cel­lar, madam.”

			“What on earth were you do­ing in the coal-cel­lar?”

			“I was in­duced to go there, madam, by a man. He in­tim­id­ated me with a pis­tol. He then locked me in.”

			“What! What man?”

			“A per­son with a short mous­tache and pen­et­rat­ing eyes. He—”

			A ra­con­teur with a story as in­ter­est­ing as his to tell might reas­on­ably have ex­pec­ted to be al­lowed to fin­ish it, but but­ler Barter at this point ceased to grip his audi­ence. With a gasp­ing moan his em­ploy­er leaped past him, and we heard her run­ning up the stairs.

			Ukridge turned to me plaint­ively.

			“What is all this, lad­die? Gosh, I’ve got a head­ache. What has been hap­pen­ing?”

			“The cur­ate put knock­out drops in your drink, and then—”

			I have sel­dom seen any­one dis­play such poignant emo­tion as Ukridge did at that mo­ment.

			“The cur­ate! It’s a little hard. Upon my Sam, it’s a trifle thick. Corky, old horse, I have trav­elled all over the world in tramp-steam­ers and what­not. I have drunk in wa­ter­front sa­loons from Mon­tevid­eo to Cardiff. And the only time any­one has ever suc­ceeded in doc­tor­ing the stuff on me it was done in Wimble­don—and by a cur­ate. Tell me, lad­die, are all cur­ates like that? Be­cause, if so—”

			“He has also pinched your aunt’s col­lec­tion of snuff­boxes.”

			“The cur­ate?”

			“Yes.”

			“Golly!” said Ukridge in a low, rev­er­ent voice, and I could see a new re­spect for the Cloth dawn­ing with­in him.

			“And then this oth­er fel­low came along—his ac­com­plice, pre­tend­ing to be a de­tect­ive—and locked us in and shut the but­ler in the coal-cel­lar. And I rather fancy he has got away with your aunt’s jew­els.”

			A pier­cing scream from above rent the air.

			“He has,” I said, briefly. “Well, old man, I think I’ll be go­ing.”

			“Corky,” said Ukridge, “stand by me!”

			I shook my head.

			“In any reas­on­able cir­cum­stances, yes. But I will not meet your aunt again just now. In a year or so, per­haps, but not now.”

			Hur­ry­ing foot­steps soun­ded on the stair­case.

			“Good­bye,” I said, push­ing past and head­ing for the open. “I must be off. Thanks for a very pleas­ant af­ter­noon.”

			Money was tight in those days, but it seemed to me next morn­ing that an out­lay of two­pence on a tele­phone call to Heath House could not be con­sidered an un­jus­ti­fi­able ex­tra­vag­ance. I was con­scious of a cer­tain curi­os­ity to learn at long range what had happened after I had re­moved my­self on the pre­vi­ous af­ter­noon.

			“Are you there?” said a grave voice in an­swer to my ring.

			“Is that Barter?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“This is Mr. Corcor­an. I want to speak to Mr. Ukridge.”

			“Mr. Ukridge is no longer here, sir. He left per­haps an hour ago.”

			“Oh? Do you mean left—er—forever?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Oh! Thanks.”

			I rang off and, pon­der­ing deeply, re­turned to my rooms. I was not sur­prised to be in­formed by Bowles, my land­lord, that Ukridge was in my sit­ting-room. It was this storm-tossed man’s prac­tice in times of stress to seek refuge with me.

			“Hullo, lad­die,” said Ukridge in a grave­yard voice.

			“So here you are.”

			“Here I am.”

			“She kicked you out?”

			Ukridge winced slightly, as at some pain­ful re­col­lec­tion.

			“Words passed, old horse, and in the end we de­cided that we were bet­ter apart.”

			“I don’t see why she should blame you for what happened.”

			“A wo­man like my aunt, Corky, is cap­able of blam­ing any­body for any­thing. And so I start life again, lad­die, a pen­ni­less man, with no weapons against the great world but my vis­ion and my brain.”

			I en­deav­oured to at­tract his at­ten­tion to the sil­ver lin­ing.

			“You’re all right,” I said. “You’re just where you wanted to be. You have the money which your but­ter­cup girl col­lec­ted.”

			A strong spasm shook my poor friend, caus­ing, as al­ways happened with him in mo­ments of men­tal agony, his col­lar to shoot off its stud and his glasses to fall from his nose.

			“The money that girl col­lec­ted,” he replied, “is not avail­able. It has passed away. I saw her this morn­ing and she told me.”

			“Told you what?”

			“That a cur­ate came up to her in the garden while she was selling those but­ter­cups and—in spite of a strong stam­mer—put it to her so elo­quently that she was ob­tain­ing money un­der false pre­tences that she gave him the en­tire tak­ings for his Church Ex­penses Fund and went home, re­solved to lead a bet­ter life. Wo­men are an un­stable, emo­tion­al sex, lad­die. Have as little to do with them as pos­sible. And, for the mo­ment, give me a drink, old horse, and mix it fairly strong. These are the times that try men’s souls.”

		
	
		
			The Level Business Head

			“An­oth­er beak­er of port, lad­die?” urged Stan­ley Feath­er­stone­haugh Ukridge, hos­pit­ably.

			“Thanks.”

			“One more stoup of port for Mr. Corcor­an, Bax­ter. You may bring the cof­fee, ci­gars, and li­queurs to us in the lib­rary in about a quarter of an hour.”

			The but­ler filled my glass and melted away. I looked about me dizzily. We were seated in the spa­cious din­ing-room of Ukridge’s Aunt Ju­lia’s house on Wimble­don Com­mon. A mag­ni­fi­cent ban­quet had wound its way to a fit­ting fin­ish, and the whole thing seemed to me in­ex­plic­able.

			“I don’t un­der­stand this,” I said. “How do I come to be sit­ting here, burst­ing with rich food paid for by your aunt?”

			“Per­fectly simple, lad­die. I ex­pressed a de­sire for your com­pany to­night, and she at once con­sen­ted.”

			“But why? She has nev­er let you in­vite me here be­fore. She can’t stand me.”

			Ukridge sipped his port.

			“Well, the fact of the mat­ter is, Corky,” he said, in a burst of con­fid­ence, “things have been oc­cur­ring re­cently in the home which have res­ul­ted in what you might call the dawn­ing of a new life as far as Aunt Ju­lia and I are con­cerned. It is not too much to say that she now eats out of my hand and is less than the dust be­neath my chari­ot wheels. I will tell you the story, for it will be of help to you in your jour­ney through the world. It is a story which shows that, be the skies nev­er so black, noth­ing can harm a man provided that he has a level busi­ness head. Tem­pests may lour—”

			“Get on with it. How did all this hap­pen?”

			Ukridge mused for awhile.

			“I sup­pose the thing really star­ted,” he said, “when I pawned her brooch—”

			“You pawned your aunt’s brooch?”

			“Yes.”

			“And that en­deared you to her?”

			“I will ex­plain all that later. Mean­while, let me be­gin at the be­gin­ning. Have you ever run across a man named Joe the Law­yer?”

			“No.”

			“Stout fel­low with a face like a hag­gis.”

			“I’ve nev­er met him.”

			“En­deav­our not to do so, Corky. I hate to speak ill of my fel­low-man, but Joe the Law­yer is not hon­est.”

			“What does he do? Pawn people’s brooches?”

			Ukridge ad­jus­ted the ginger-beer wire that held his pince-nez to his flap­ping ears, and looked wounded.

			“This is scarcely the tone I like to hear in an old friend, Corky. When I reach that point in my story, you will see that my pawn­ing of Aunt Ju­lia’s brooch was a per­fectly nor­mal, straight­for­ward mat­ter of busi­ness. How else could I have bought half the dog?”

			“Half what dog?”

			“Didn’t I tell you about the dog?”

			“No.”

			“I must have done. It’s the nub of the whole af­fair.”

			“Well, you didn’t.”

			“I’m get­ting this story all wrong,” said Ukridge. “I’m con­fus­ing you. Let me be­gin right at the be­gin­ning.”

			

			This bloke, Joe the Law­yer (said Ukridge), is a book­maker with whom I have had trans­ac­tions from time to time, but un­til the af­ter­noon when this story starts we had nev­er be­come in any way in­tim­ate. Oc­ca­sion­ally I would win a couple of quid off him and he would send me a cheque, or he would win a couple of quid off me and I would go round to his of­fice to ask him to wait till Wed­nes­day week; but we had nev­er mingled so­cially, as you might say, un­til this af­ter­noon I’m speak­ing of, when I happened to look in at the Bed­ford Street Bo­dega and found him there, and he asked me to have a glass of the old tawny.

			Well, lad­die, you know as well as I do that there are mo­ments when a glass of the old tawny makes all the dif­fer­ence; so I as­sen­ted with a good deal of hearti­ness.

			“Fine day,” I said.

			“Yes,” said this bloke. “Do you want to make a large for­tune?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then listen,” said this bloke. “You know the Wa­ter­loo Cup. Listen. I’ve taken over as a bad debt from a cli­ent the dog that’s go­ing to win the Wa­ter­loo Cup. This dog has been kept dark, but you can take it from me it’s go­ing to win the Wa­ter­loo Cup. And then what? Well, then it’s go­ing to fetch some­thing. It’s go­ing to be valu­able. It’s go­ing to have a price. It’s go­ing to be worth money. Listen. How would you like to buy a half-share in that dog?”

			“Very much.”

			“Then it’s yours.”

			“But I haven’t any money.”

			“You mean to say you can’t raise fifty quid?”

			“I can’t raise five.”

			“Gawblimey!” said the bloke.

			And, look­ing at me in a des­pair­ing sort of way, like a fath­er whose fa­vour­ite son has hurt his finest feel­ings, he fin­ished his old tawny and pushed out in­to Bed­ford Street. And I went home.

			Well, as you may ima­gine, I brooded not a little on my way back to Wimble­don. The one thing nobody can say of me, Corky, is that I lack the spa­cious out­look that wins to wealth. I know a good thing when I see one. This was a good thing, and I re­cog­nized it as such. But how to ac­quire the ne­ces­sary cap­it­al was the point. Al­ways my stum­bling-block, that has been. I wish I had a shil­ling for every time I’ve failed to be­come a mil­lion­aire through lack of the ne­ces­sary cap­it­al.

			What sources of rev­en­ue had I, I asked my­self. George Tup­per, if tact­fully ap­proached, is gen­er­ally good for a fiver; and you, no doubt, had it been a mat­ter of a few shil­lings or half a sov­er­eign, would gladly have leaped in­to the breach. But fifty quid! A large sum, lad­die. It wanted think­ing over, and I de­voted the whole force of my in­tel­li­gence to the prob­lem.

			Oddly enough, the one source of sup­ply that had nev­er presen­ted it­self to me was my Aunt Ju­lia. As you know, she has warped and pe­cu­li­ar ideas about money. For some reas­on or oth­er she will nev­er give me a cent. And yet it was my Aunt Ju­lia who solved my prob­lem. There is a des­tiny in these mat­ters, Corky, a sort of fate.

			When I got back to Wimble­don, I found her look­ing after her pack­ing; for she was off next morn­ing on one of those lec­ture tours she goes in for.

			“Stan­ley,” she said to me, “I nearly for­got. I want you to look in at Mur­ga­troyd’s, in Bond Street, to­mor­row and get my dia­mond brooch. They are re­set­ting it. Bring it back and put it in my bur­eau draw­er. Here is the key. Lock the draw­er and send the key to me by re­gistered post.”

			And so, you see, everything was most sat­is­fact­or­ily settled. Long be­fore my aunt came back the Wa­ter­loo Cup would be run for, and I should have ac­quired vast af­flu­ence. All I had to do was to have a du­plic­ate key made, so that I could put the brooch in the draw­er when I had re­deemed it. I could see no flaw in the scheme of things. I saw her off at Eu­ston, sauntered round to Mur­ga­troyd’s, col­lec­ted the brooch, sauntered off to the pawn­broker’s, put the brooch up the spout, and walked out, for the first time in many weeks in a sound fin­an­cial po­s­i­tion. I rang up Joe the Law­yer on the phone, closed the deal about the dog, and there I was, with my foot on the lad­der of For­tune.

			

			But in this world, Corky, you nev­er know. That is the thing I al­ways try to im­press on every young fel­low start­ing out in life—that you nev­er know. It was about two days later that the but­ler came to me in the garden and said a gen­tle­man wished to speak to me on the phone.

			I shall al­ways re­mem­ber that mo­ment. It was a lovely, still even­ing, and I was sit­ting in the garden un­der a leafy tree, think­ing beau­ti­ful thoughts. The sun was set­ting in a blaze of gold and crim­son; the little birds were chirp­ing their heads off; and I was halfway through the whisky-and-soda of a life­time. I re­col­lect that, an in­stant be­fore Bax­ter came out to fetch me, I had just been think­ing how peace­ful and won­der­ful and per­fect the world was.

			I went to the phone.

			“Hullo!” said a voice.

			It was Joe the Law­yer. And Bax­ter had said it was a gen­tle­man.

			“Are you there?” said this bloke Joe.

			“Yes.”

			“Listen.”

			“What?”

			“Listen. You know that dog I said was go­ing to win the Wa­ter­loo Cup?”

			“Yes.”

			“Well, he isn’t.”

			“Why not?”

			“Be­cause he’s dead.”

			I don’t mind telling you, Corky, that I reeled. Yes, your old friend reeled.

			“Dead!”

			“Dead.”

			“You don’t mean dead?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then what about my fifty pounds?”

			“I keep that.”

			“What!”

			“Of course I keep it. Once a sale’s gone through, it’s gone through. I know my law. That’s why the boys call me Joe the Law­yer. But I’ll tell you what I’ll do. You send me a let­ter, re­leas­ing all rights in that dog, and I’ll give you a fiver. I’ll be rob­bing my­self, but I’m like that. Big­hearted old Joe, I am, and that’s all there is about it.”

			“What did the dog die of?”

			“Pew­mo­nia.”

			“I don’t be­lieve he’s dead at all.”

			“You don’t be­lieve my word?”

			“No.”

			“Well, you come round to my stable and see for your­self.”

			So I went round and viewed the re­mains. There was no doubt about it, the dog had handed in his din­ner-pail. So I wrote the let­ter, got my fiver, and came back to Wimble­don to try and re­build my shattered life. Be­cause you can read­ily see, Corky, that I was up against it in no un­cer­tain man­ner. Aunt Ju­lia would be back be­fore long, and would want to see her brooch; and though I’m her own flesh and blood, and I shouldn’t be sur­prised if she had dandled me on her knee when I was a child, I couldn’t pic­ture her bear­ing with any­thing like Chris­ti­an forti­tude the news that I had pawned it in or­der to buy a half-share in a dead dog.

			And the very next morn­ing in blew Miss An­gel­ica Vin­ing, the po­et­ess.

			She was a gaunt sort of toothy fe­male who had come to lunch once or twice while I had been stay­ing in my aunt’s house. A great pal of my aunt’s.

			“Good morn­ing,” said this dis­ease, beam­ing. “What a heav­enly day! One could al­most fancy one­self out in the coun­try, couldn’t one? Even at so short a dis­tance from the heart of the City one seems to sense in the air a fresh­ness which one can­not get in Lon­don, can one? I’ve come for your aunt’s brooch.”

			I braced my­self up with a hand on the pi­ano.

			“You’ve what?” I said.

			“To­night is the dance of the Pen and Ink Club, and I wired to your aunt to ask if I might bor­row her brooch, and she has writ­ten to say that I may. It’s in her bur­eau.”

			“Which is, most un­for­tu­nately, locked.”

			“Your aunt sent me the key. I have it in my bag.”

			She opened her bag, Corky, and at this mo­ment my guard­i­an an­gel, who had been ly­ing down on his job pretty con­sid­er­ably for the last week or so, showed a sud­den flash of speed. The door was open, and through it at this junc­ture there trickled one of my aunt’s Pekes. You will re­col­lect my aunt’s Pekes. I pinched them once, to start a Dog Col­lege.

			This an­im­al gazed at the fe­male, and the fe­male went off like a soda-wa­ter bottle.

			“Oh, the sweet thing!” she bubbled.

			She put the bag down and swooped on the dog. He tried to sidestep, but she had him.

			“Oh, the tweetums!” she cried.

			And, her back be­ing turned, Corky, I nipped to the bag, found the key, trousered it, and back to po­s­i­tion one.

			Presently she came to the sur­face again.

			“Now I really must hurry away,” she said. “I will just get the brooch and scurry.” She fumbled in her bag. “Oh, dear! I’ve lost the key.”

			“Too bad,” I said. “Still,” I went on, think­ing it might be all for the best, “what does a girl need jew­ellery for? The greatest jew­el a girl can pos­sess is her youth, her beauty.”

			It went well, but not quite well enough.

			“No,” she said, “I must have the brooch. I’ve set my heart on it. We must break the lock.”

			“I couldn’t dream of such a thing,” I said firmly. “I am in a po­s­i­tion of trust. I can­not break up my aunt’s fur­niture.”

			“Oh, but—”

			“No.”

			Well, lad­die, there en­sued a pretty pain­ful scene. Hell hath no fury like a wo­man scorned, and not many like a wo­man who wants a brooch and isn’t al­lowed to get it. The at­mo­sphere, when we par­ted, was full of strain.

			“I shall write to Miss Ukridge and tell her ex­actly what has happened,” said the po­et­ess, paus­ing at the front door.

			She then shoved off, leav­ing me limp and agit­ated. These things take it out of a fel­low.

			Some­thing, I per­ceived, had got to be done, and done swiftly. From some source I had to raise fifty quid. But where could I turn? My cred­it, Corky—and I tell you this frankly, as an old friend—is not good. No, it is not good. In all the world there seemed to be but one man who might be in­duced to let me have fifty quid at a pinch, and that was Joe the Law­yer. I don’t say I was re­ly­ing on him, mind you. But the broad, fun­da­ment­al thing, when you’re try­ing to bor­row fifty quid, is to be­gin by fix­ing on someone who has got fifty quid. I knew that Joe had it, be­cause I had giv­en it to him. And it seemed to me that, if there was a spark of hu­man feel­ing in his bos­om, he might, after a good deal of elo­quence, be per­suaded to help an old busi­ness col­league out of a very tight place.

			At any rate, he was the only re­lief in sight, so I rang up his of­fice; and, find­ing that he would be at the Lewes Races next day, I took an early train there.

			

			Well, Corky, I might have known. It stands to reas­on that, if a man has a spark of hu­man feel­ing in his bos­om, he does not be­come a book­ie. I stood be­side this bloke, Joe the Law­yer, from the start of the two o’clock race to the fin­ish of the four-thirty, watch­ing him rake in huge sums from mugs of every de­scrip­tion un­til his satchel was simply burst­ing with cash; but when I asked him for the loan of a measly fifty pounds he didn’t even be­gin to look like part­ing.

			You can­not fathom the psy­cho­logy of these blight­ers, Corky. If you will be­lieve me, the chief reas­on why he would not lend me this paltry sum ap­peared to be a fear of what people would say if they heard about it.

			“Lend you fifty quid?” he said, in a sort of stunned way. “Who, me? Silly I’d look, wouldn’t I, lend­ing you fifty quid!”

			“But you don’t mind look­ing silly.”

			“Hav­ing all the boys say­ing I was a soft­hearted fool.”

			“A man of your stamp doesn’t care what fel­lows like that say,” I urged. “You’re too big. You can af­ford to des­pise them.”

			“Well, I can’t af­ford to lend any fifty quids. I’d nev­er hear the last of it.”

			I simply can’t un­der­stand this ter­ror of pub­lic opin­ion. Mor­bid, I call it. I told him I would keep the thing a dead secret—and, if he thought it safer, not even give him a line in writ­ing to ac­know­ledge the debt; but no, there was no tempt­ing him.

			“I’ll tell you what I will do,” he said.

			“Twenty quid?”

			“No, not twenty quid. Nor ten quid, either. Nor five quid. Nor one quid. But I’ll give you a lift back as far as San­down in my car to­mor­row, that’s what I’ll do.”

			From the way he spoke, you would have thought he was do­ing me the best turn one man had ever done an­oth­er. I was strongly in­clined to re­ject his of­fer with con­tempt. The only thing that de­cided me to ac­cept was the thought that, if he had as good a day at San­down as he had had at Lewes, his bet­ter nature might after all as­sert it­self even at the el­ev­enth hour. I mean to say, even a book­ie must have a melt­ing mood oc­ca­sion­ally; and if one came to Joe the Law­yer I wanted to be on the spot.

			“Start from here at el­ev­en sharp. If you aren’t ready, I’ll go without you.”

			This con­ver­sa­tion, Corky, had taken place in the sa­loon bar of the Coach and Horses at Lewes; and, hav­ing said these few words, the bloke Joe popped off. I stayed on to have one more, feel­ing the need of it after the break­down of the busi­ness ne­go­ti­ations; and the fel­low be­hind the bar got chatty.

			“That was Joe the Law­yer just went out, wasn’t it?” he said. He chuckled. “He’s wide, that man is.”

			I wasn’t much in the mood to pass the time dis­cuss­ing a fel­low who wouldn’t let an old busi­ness friend have an in­sig­ni­fic­ant sum like fifty quid, so I just nod­ded.

			“Heard the latest about him?”

			“No.”

			“He’s wide, Joe is. He had a dog that was entered for the Wa­ter­loo Cup, and it died.”

			“I know.”

			“Well, I bet you don’t know what he did. Some of the lads were in here just now, talk­ing about it. He raffled that dog.”

			“How do you mean, raffled it?”

			“Put it up for a raffle at twenty pounds a tick­et.”

			“But it was dead.”

			“Cer­tainly it was dead. But he didn’t tell them that. That’s where he was wide.”

			“But how could he raffle a dead dog?”

			“Why couldn’t he raffle a dead dog? Nobody knew it was dead.”

			“How about the man who drew the win­ning tick­et?”

			“Ah! Well, he had to tell him, of course. He just handed him his money back. And there he was, a couple of hun­dred quid in hand. He’s wide, Joe is.”

			Have you ever ex­per­i­enced, Corky, that hor­rible sen­sa­tion of hav­ing all your ideals tot­ter and melt away, leav­ing you in a world of hideous black­ness where it seems im­possible to trust your fel­low-man an inch? What do you mean, my aunt must of­ten have felt that way? I re­sent these slurs, Corky. Whenev­er I have had oc­ca­sion to pinch any­thing from my aunt, it has al­ways been with the most scru­pu­lous motives, with the ob­ject of col­lect­ing a little ready cash in or­der to lay the found­a­tions of a vast for­tune.

			This was an en­tirely dif­fer­ent mat­ter. This fiend in hu­man shape had had no thought but of self. Not con­tent with get­ting fifty quid out of me and stick­ing to it like glue, he had de­lib­er­ately tricked me in­to ac­cept­ing five pounds for all rights in a dead dog which he knew was shortly about to bring him in a couple of hun­dred. Was it fair? Was it just?

			And the ter­rible part of the whole thing was that there seemed noth­ing that I could do about it. I couldn’t even re­proach him. At least, I could—but a fat lot of help that would have been. All I could do was to save my train-fare home by ac­cept­ing a lift in his car.

			I am bound to say, Corky—and this will show you how a man’s mor­al out­look may de­teri­or­ate through con­tact with fel­lows of this stamp—I am bound to say that there were mo­ments dur­ing the night when I toyed with the thought of tak­ing a dip in­to that satchel of his, should the op­por­tun­ity oc­cur dur­ing the jour­ney. But I dis­missed the plan as un­worthy of me. Whatever the in­jur­ies I had sus­tained, my hands at least, please Heav­en, should be clean. Be­sides, it seemed very im­prob­able that an op­por­tun­ity would oc­cur.

			And, sure enough, I no­ticed next morn­ing, when we star­ted out, that he kept the satchel wedged in between him and the side of the car, en­tirely out of my reach. He was that sort of man.

			

			How strange it is, Corky, that in this world we seem fated nev­er to be able to en­joy life to the full! No doubt it is all for a pur­pose, and is in­ten­ded to make us more spir­itu­al and fit us for the life to come; but it is a nuis­ance. Take my case. I am par­tic­u­larly fond of mo­tor­ing; and cir­cum­stances have so ordered them­selves that it is only oc­ca­sion­ally that I am able to get a ride. And here I was, bowl­ing along the high road on an ideal mo­tor­ing day, totally un­able to en­joy the ex­per­i­ence.

			For there are cer­tain con­di­tions, lad­die, un­der which the heart can­not re­joice. How could I rev­el in the present when the past was an agony to con­tem­plate and the fu­ture as black as ink? Every time I tried not to let my mind dwell on the way this man be­side me had done me down, it skid­ded off in­to the fu­ture and dwelt on the in­ter­view which must so soon take place between me and my aunt. So the fact that it was a lovely day and that I was get­ting a ride for noth­ing prac­tic­ally es­caped me.

			We buzzed on through the pleas­ant coun­tryside. The sun shone in the sky: birds tootled in the hedgerows: the en­gine of the two-seat­er hummed smoothly.

			And then, fairly sud­denly, I be­came aware that the en­gine was not hum­ming so smoothly. It had be­gun to knock. And then there was a sizz­ling noise, and steam began to creep out of the top of the ra­di­at­or-cap.

			Joe made one or two re­marks con­cern­ing the man at the hotel who had for­got­ten to put wa­ter in the ra­di­at­or.

			“You can get some at that cot­tage,” I said.

			There was a cot­tage down the road, stand­ing by it­self in a lot of trees. Joe pulled up the car and got down.

			“I’ll stay here and look after your satchel,” I said. There was no sense in not be­ing civil and ob­li­ging.

			“No, you won’t. I’ll take it with me.”

			“It will hamper you if you’re go­ing to carry a pail of wa­ter.”

			“I’d look silly leav­ing my satchel with you, wouldn’t I?”

			I don’t know which dis­tressed me the more, his sick­en­ing want of or­din­ary trust or his ab­surd re­spect for ap­pear­ances. The man seemed to go through the world in a rest­less fear lest some ac­tion of his might make him look silly.

			And he couldn’t pos­sibly have looked sil­li­er than he did about two minutes later.

			This cot­tage, Corky, was sep­ar­ated from the road by iron rail­ings with a gate in them. The bloke Joe shoved this gate open and went in­to the front garden. And he was just start­ing to move round in the dir­ec­tion of the back door when round the corner of the house there sud­denly came trot­ting a dog.

			Joe stopped, and the dog stopped. They stood there for a mo­ment, drink­ing each oth­er in.

			“Ger-r-r!” said Joe.

			Now, mind you, there was ab­so­lutely noth­ing about this dog to in­spire alarm. Cer­tainly it was on the large side and had rather a rolling eye; but I could see at a glance that it was just one of those friendly mon­grels which your man of the world greets with a cheer­ful chir­rup and prods in the ribs without a second thought. But Joe seemed ill at ease.

			The dog came a step closer. I think he wanted to smell Joe, though I could have told him, as a friend, that there was neither profit nor pleas­ure to be de­rived from such a course.

			“Ger­routofit!” said Joe.

			The dog edged for­ward. Then, in a tent­at­ive sort of way, he barked. And Joe seemed to lose his head com­pletely. In­stead of try­ing to con­cili­ate the an­im­al, he picked up a stone and threw it.

			Well, you simply can’t do that sort of thing to a dog you don’t know in his own garden.

			It was the satchel that saved Joe. It shows the lengths to which fear will drive a man, Corky; and if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes I wouldn’t have be­lieved it. But it’s the truth that, as that dog came leap­ing up in a busi­ness­like way that it did me good to watch, Joe the Law­yer, hav­ing giv­en one look over his shoulder at the gate and de­cided that he couldn’t make it, uttered a pier­cing cry and flung con­sid­er­ably over two hun­dred quid in bank­notes at the an­im­al. The satchel took him low down on the chest, got en­tangled in his legs, and held him up. And while he was try­ing to un­scramble him­self, Joe nipped to the gate and slammed it be­hind him.

			It was only then that he seemed to real­ize what a per­fect chump he had made of him­self.

			“Gawblimey!” said Joe.

			The dog left the satchel and came to the gate. He shoved his nose as far through the bars as he could man­age, and made a noise like a sax­o­phone.

			“Now you’ve done it,” I said.

			

			And so he had, and I was glad, Corky. It pleased me sin­cerely to find a man who prided him­self on his acu­men cap­able of such per­fectly cloth-headed be­ha­viour. Here was this blight­er, ad­mired by all—provided they didn’t have busi­ness deal­ings with him—for his wide­ness, break­ing down lam­ent­ably in the first crisis where he was called upon to show a little or­din­ary in­tel­li­gence. He had al­lowed him­self to be out-gen­er­alled by a humble unit of the an­im­al king­dom, and I had no sym­pathy for him.

			How­ever, I didn’t say so. One must be dip­lo­mat­ic. I had not al­to­geth­er giv­en up hope of float­ing that loan, and any­thing in the nature of frivol­ous com­ment would, I felt, have the worst ef­fect on the ne­go­ti­ations.

			“What’ll I do?” said Joe, after a few gen­er­al re­marks.

			“Bet­ter shout,” I sug­ges­ted.

			So he shouted. But noth­ing happened. The fact is, these book­ies are nev­er in very good voice after a day at the races, and he was han­di­capped by a cer­tain roop­i­ness. Be­sides, the own­er of the cot­tage was evid­ently one of those blokes who plough the fields and scat­ter the good seed o’er the land, and he seemed to be out some­where plough­ing and scat­ter­ing now.

			Joe began to get emo­tion­al.

			“Gawblimey!” he said, with tears in his voice. “This is a nice thing! Here I am, late already, and if I don’t get to San­down in time for the first race it’s go­ing to mean hun­dreds of pounds out of my pock­et.”

			You will scarcely cred­it it, Corky, but this was the first mo­ment that that as­pect of the af­fair had presen­ted it­self to me. His words opened up an en­tirely new train of thought. Nat­ur­ally, I now per­ceived, mugs be­ing what they are, every race a book­ie misses means so much dead loss to him. San­down was crowded with po­ten­tial losers, all wait­ing to hand their money over to Joe; and, if he was not there, what would hap­pen? They had to give their money to someone, so they would hand it over to one of his trade rivals. I felt as if a sud­den bright light had flashed upon me.

			“Look, here,” I said, “if you will lend me fifty quid, I’ll go in and get that satchel for you. I’m not afraid of a dog.”

			He did not an­swer. He cocked an eye at me; then he cocked an eye at the satchel. I could see he was weigh­ing the pro­pos­i­tion. But at this mo­ment the luck went against me. The dog, get­ting a bit bored, gave a sniff and trot­ted back round the corner of the house. And no soon­er had he dis­ap­peared than Joe, feel­ing that now was the time, popped through the gate and gal­loped for the satchel.

			Well, Corky, you know me. Alert. Re­source­ful. There was a stick ly­ing in the road, and to leap for it and grab it was with me the work of a mo­ment. I rattled it en­er­get­ic­ally along the rail­ings. And back came old Col­on­el Dog as if I had pulled him at the end of a rope. It was an oc­ca­sion when Joe had to move quick, and he did so. He had per­haps a foot to spare, or it may have been eight inches.

			He was a good deal an­noyed, and for awhile spoke freely of this and that.

			“Fifty quid,” I said, when there was a lull.

			He looked at me. Then he nod­ded. I don’t say he nod­ded gen­i­ally, but he nod­ded. And I opened the gate and went in.

			The dog bounded at me, bark­ing; but I knew that was all swank, and I told him so. I bent down and slapped my tummy, and the dog shoved his paws on my shoulders and licked my face. Then I took his head and waggled it side­ways once or twice, and he took my hand in his mouth and gnawed it slightly. Then I rolled him over and began punch­ing his chest; and then, when these ci­vil­it­ies were fin­ished, I got up and looked round for the satchel.

			It was gone. And there was that blot on the hu­man race, Joe the Law­yer, stand­ing out­side, fond­ling it as if it were a baby. Not that a man like that would fondle a baby, of course. Much more likely to kick it in the face and break open its money-box. But what I mean is, he’d dashed in when my back was turned and collared the satchel.

			I had a grim fore­bod­ing that our little deal was off, but I dis­played a cheer­ful ex­ter­i­or.

			“In large notes,” I said.

			“Eh?” said the bloke Joe.

			“I’d rather have my fifty quid in large notes. They take up less room in the pock­et.”

			“What fifty quid?”

			“The fifty quid you were go­ing to give me for get­ting the satchel.”

			He gaped.

			“Well, I’ll be blowed!” he said. “I like that! Who got the satchel, you or me?”

			“I soothed the dog.”

			“If you like to waste your time play­ing with dogs, that’s your busi­ness. I’d look silly, wouldn’t I, giv­ing you fifty quid for play­ing with dogs? But, if you like do­ing it, you go on play­ing with him while I step down the road and get some wa­ter from one of those oth­er cot­tages.”

			Black-hearted. That, Corky, is the only ad­ject­ive. It seemed to me at that mo­ment as though this bloke Joe had al­lowed me to peer in­to his soul; and it was like look­ing in­to a dark cel­lar on a moon­less night.

			“Here, I say—” I began, but he had gone.

			

			How long I stood there I don’t know. But, though it seemed a life­time, it couldn’t really have been long, for Joe didn’t come back with the wa­ter; and a faint hope began to steal over me that he had found an­oth­er dog at one of the oth­er cot­tages and was now be­ing bit­ten to the bone. And then I heard foot­steps.

			I looked round. A cove was ap­proach­ing.

			“Is this your cot­tage?” I asked.

			He was a rur­al-look­ing sort of cove, with a full beard and cor­duroy trousers with string tied round the knees. He came up and stood gaz­ing at the car. Then he looked at me, and then at the car again.

			“Ah?” he said. A bit deaf he seemed to be.

			“Is this your cot­tage?”

			“Ah.”

			“We stopped here to get some wa­ter.”

			He said he hadn’t got a daugh­ter. I said I nev­er said he had.

			“Wa­ter!”

			“Ah.”

			“But there was nobody in. So the man with me went down the road.”

			“Ah,” said the cove.

			“He was frightened by your dog.”

			“Ah?”

			“By your dog.”

			“Buy my dog?”

			“Yes.”

			“You can have him for five shil­lings.”

			Now, as I said be­fore, Corky, you know me. You know that the reas­on why one of these days I shall make an enorm­ous for­tune and re­tire to spend the even­ing of my life in af­flu­ence is that I have that strange knack, which is giv­en to so few men, of seiz­ing op­por­tun­ity when it calls. An or­din­ary mut­ton-headed fel­low like you—I use the ex­pres­sion without any in­ten­tion of of­fence—would un­doubtedly at this junc­ture have raised his voice a trifle and ex­plained to this bearded cove that the in­tric­a­cies of the Eng­lish lan­guage had led him in­to a par­don­able er­ror.

			But did I? No, I did not. For, even as he spoke, an idea ex­ploded in my brain like a bomb.

			“Done!” I cried.

			“Ah?”

			“Here’s your five bob. Whistle to the dog.”

			He whistled, and the dog came run­ning up. And, hav­ing mas­saged his ribs awhile, I picked him up and shoved him in­side the car and banged the door. And then I saw Joe the Law­yer plod­ding up the road, slop­ping wa­ter from a big pail.

			“I got it,” he said.

			He went round and un­screwed the cap of the ra­di­at­or and was start­ing to pour the wa­ter in, when the dog barked. Joe looked up, saw him, and dropped the pail—hap­pily over his trousers.

			“Who put that dog in the car?” he said.

			“I did. I’ve bought him.”

			“Then you can damn well take him out.”

			“But I’m bring­ing him home with me.”

			“Not in my car.”

			“Well, then,” I said, “I’ll sell him to you, and you can do what you like about him.”

			He ex­hib­ited a good deal of im­pa­tience.

			“I don’t want to buy any dogs.”

			“Nor did I, till you talked me in­to it. And I don’t see what you have to com­plain of. This dog’s alive. The one you sold me was dead.”

			“What do you want for him?”

			“A hun­dred pounds.”

			He staggered some­what.

			“A hun­dred pounds?”

			“That’s all. Don’t let the boys hear of it, or they’ll think me silly.”

			He spoke for awhile.

			“A hun­dred and fifty,” I said. “The mar­ket’s rising.”

			“Now, listen, listen, listen!” said the bloke Joe.

			“I’ll tell you what I’ll do,” I said. “And this is a firm of­fer. One hun­dred pounds, if paid with­in the minute. After that the price will go up.”

			Corky, old horse, I have in my time ex­trac­ted vari­ous sums of money from vari­ous people, and some of them have giv­en cheer­fully of their abund­ance and oth­ers have un­belted in a man­ner that you might call wry. But nev­er in the whole of my ca­reer have I be­held a fel­low-hu­man be­ing cough up in quite the spir­it that this bloke Joe the Law­yer did. He was a short-necked man, and there was one mo­ment when I thought his blood-pres­sure was go­ing to be too much for him. He turned a rather vivid shade of ma­roon, and his lips trembled as if he were pray­ing. But in the end he dipped in­to the satchel and coun­ted out the money.

			“Thanks,” I said. “Well, good­bye.”

			He seemed to be wait­ing for some­thing.

			“Good­bye,” I said again. “I don’t want to hurt your feel­ings, lad­die, but I must de­cline to con­tin­ue in your so­ci­ety. We are near­ing civil­iz­a­tion now, and at any mo­ment some friend of mine might see me in your car, which would jeop­ard­ize my so­cial prestige. I will walk to the nearest rail­way sta­tion.”

			“But, gawblimey—!”

			“Now what?”

			“Aren’t you go­ing to take that dog out of the car?” he said, spe­cify­ing what sort of a dog it was in his opin­ion. He also ad­ded a few re­marks in a derog­at­ory spir­it about my­self.

			“Me?” I said. “Why? I simply sold him to you. My part in the trans­ac­tion is ended.”

			“But how’m I go­ing to get to San­down if I can’t get in­to my car?”

			“Why do you want to get to San­down?”

			“If I’m late, it means hun­dreds of pounds out of my pock­et.”

			“Ah?” I said. “Then, of course, you’ll be will­ing to pay large sums to any­one who helps you to get there. I don’t mind lend­ing you a hand, if it’s made worth my while. Re­mov­ing dogs from cars is highly spe­cial­ized work, and I’ll have to in­sist on spe­cial­ist’s prices. Shall we say fifty quid for the job?”

			He yammered a good deal, but I cut him short.

			“Take it or leave it,” I said. “It’s all the same to me.”

			Whereupon he pro­duced the stip­u­lated sum, and I opened the door and hauled the dog out. And Joe got in without a word and drove off. And that, Corky, is the last I have seen of the man. Nor do I wish to see him again. He is slip­pery, Corky. Not hon­est. A man to avoid.

			I took the dog back to the cot­tage, and bel­lowed for the bearded cove.

			“I shan’t want this, after all,” I said. “You can have him.”

			“Ah?”

			“I don’t want this dog.”

			“Ah! Well, you won’t get your five shil­lings back.”

			“God bless you, my merry peas­ant,” I said, slap­ping the cove gen­i­ally abaft the col­lar-stud. “Keep it with my bless­ing. I toss such sums to the birds.”

			And he said “Ah” and pushed off; and I toddled along to see if I could find a sta­tion. And I sang, Corky, old boy. Yes, lad­die, your old friend, as he strode through those coun­try lanes, trilled like a bally lin­net.

			

			Next day I looked in at the pawn­broker’s, shelled out the re­quis­ite cash, re­covered the brooch, and bunged it back in­to the bur­eau draw­er.

			And on the fol­low­ing morn­ing my aunt turned up in a taxi and, hav­ing paid it its leg­al fare, backed me in­to the lib­rary and fixed me with a burn­ing eye.

			“Stan­ley,” she said.

			“Say on, Aunt Ju­lia,” I said.

			“Stan­ley, Miss Vin­ing tells me you re­fused to al­low her to ob­tain my dia­mond brooch.”

			“Quite right, Aunt Ju­lia. She wanted to break open your bur­eau draw­er, but I would have none of it.”

			“Shall I tell you why?”

			“It was be­cause she had lost the key.”

			“I am not re­fer­ring to that, as you know very well. Shall I tell you why you would not let her break open the draw­er?”

			“Be­cause I re­spec­ted your prop­erty too much.”

			“In­deed? I in­cline to think that it was be­cause you knew the brooch was not there.”

			“I don’t un­der­stand.”

			“I, on the con­trary, did—the mo­ment I re­ceived Miss Vin­ing’s let­ter. I saw it all. You pawned that brooch, Stan­ley! I know you so well.”

			I drew my­self up.

			“You can­not know me very well, Aunt Ju­lia,” I said, coldly, “if you think that of me. And al­low me to say, while on this sub­ject, that your sus­pi­cions are un­worthy of an aunt.”

			“Nev­er mind what they’re un­worthy of. Open that draw­er.”

			“Break it open?”

			“Break it open.”

			“With a poker?”

			“With any­thing you please. But opened it shall be, now, and in my pres­ence.”

			I gazed at her haught­ily.

			“Aunt Ju­lia,” I said, “let us get this thing straight. You wish me to take a poker or some oth­er blunt in­stru­ment and smash that bur­eau?”

			“I do.”

			“Think well.”

			“I have done all the think­ing ne­ces­sary.”

			“So be it!” I said.

			So I took the poker, and I set about that bur­eau as prob­ably no bur­eau has ever been set about since car­pentry first began. And there, gleam­ing in the ru­ins, was the brooch.

			“Aunt Ju­lia,” I said, “a little trust, a little con­fid­ence, a little faith, and this might have been avoided.”

			She gulped pretty freely.

			“Stan­ley,” she said at last, “I wronged you.”

			“You did.”

			“I—I—well, I’m sorry.”

			“You may well be, Aunt Ju­lia,” I said.

			And, pur­su­ing my ad­vant­age, I ground the wo­man in­to apo­lo­get­ic pulp be­neath what prac­tic­ally amoun­ted to an iron heel. And in that con­di­tion, Corky, she still re­mains. How long it will last one can­not say, but for the time be­ing I am the blue-eyed boy and I have only to give ut­ter­ance to my light­est whim to have her jump six feet to ful­fil it. So, when I said I wanted to ask you to din­ner here to­night, she prac­tic­ally smiled. Let us go in­to the lib­rary, old horse, and trifle with the ci­gars. They are some spe­cial ones I had sent up from that place in Pic­ca­dilly.
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