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AFTER A SHADOW, AND OTHER STORIES.
I.
AFTER A SHADOW.
�ARTY! Arty!� called Mrs. Mayflower, from the window, one bright June morning. �Arty, darling! What is the child after? Just look at him, Mr. Mayflower!�
I leaned from the window, in pleasant excitement, to see what new and wonderful performance had been attempted by my little prodigy�my first born�my year old bud of beauty, the folded leaves in whose bosom were just beginning to loosen themselves, and send out upon the air sweet intimations of an abounding fragrance. He had escaped from his nurse, and was running off in the clear sunshine, the slant rays of which threw a long shadow before him.
�Arty, darling!� His mother�s voice flew along and past his ear, kissing it in gentle remonstrance as it went by. But baby was in eager pursuit of something, and the call, if heard, was unheeded. His eyes were opening world-ward, and every new phenomenon�commonplace and unheeded by us�that addressed itself to his senses, became a wonder and a delight. Some new object was drawing him away from the loving heart and protecting arm.
�Run after him, Mr. Mayflower!� said my wife, with a touch of anxiety in her voice. �He might fall and hurt himself.�
I did not require a second intimation as to my duty in the case. Only a moment or two elapsed before I was on the pavement, and making rapid approaches towards my truant boy.
�What is it, darling? What is Arty running after?� I said, as I laid my hand on his arm, and checked his eager speed. He struggled a moment, and then stood still, stooping forward for something on the ground.
�O, papa see!� There was a disappointed and puzzled look in his face as he lifted his eyes to mine. He failed to secure the object of his pursuit.
�What is it, sweet?� My eyes followed his as they turned upon the ground.
He stooped again, and caught at something; and again looked up in a perplexed, half-wondering way.
�Why, Arty!� I exclaimed, catching him up in my arms. �It�s only your shadow! Foolish child!� And I ran back to Mrs. Mayflower, with my baby-boy held close against my heart.
�After a shadow!� said I, shaking my head, a little soberly, as I resigned Arty to his mother. �So life begins�and so it ends! Poor Arty!�
Mrs. Mayflower laughed out right merrily.
�After a shadow! Why, darling!� And she kissed and hugged him in overflowing tenderness.
�So life begins�so it ends,� I repeated to myself, as I left the house, and walked towards my store. �Always in pursuit of shadows! We lose to-day�s substantial good for shadowy phantoms that keep our eyes ever in advance, and our feet ever hurrying forward. No pause�no ease�no full enjoyment of now. O, deluded heart!�ever bartering away substance for shadow!�
I grow philosophic sometimes. Thought will, now and then, take up a passing incident, and extract the moral. But how little the wiser are we for moralizing! we look into the mirror of truth, and see ourselves�then turn away, and forget what manner of men we are. Better for us if it were not so; if we remembered the image that held our vision.
The shadow lesson was forgotten by the time I reached my store, and thought entered into business with its usual ardor. I buried myself, amid letters, invoices, accounts, samples, schemes for gain, and calculations of profit. The regular, orderly progression of a fair and well-established business was too slow for my outreaching desires. I must drive onward at a higher speed, and reach the goal of wealth by a quicker way. So my daily routine was disturbed by impatient aspirations. Instead of entering, in a calm self-possession of every faculty, into the day�s appropriate work, and finding, in its right performance, the tranquil state that ever comes as the reward of right-doing in the right place, I spent the larger part of this day in the perpetration of a plan for increasing my gains beyond, anything heretofore achieved.
�Mr. Mayflower,� said one of the clerks, coming back to where I sat at my private desk, busy over my plan, �we have a new man in from the West; a Mr. B----, from Alton. He wants to make a bill of a thousand dollars. Do you know anything about him?�
Now, even this interruption annoyed me. What was a new customer and a bill of a thousand dollars to me just at that moment of time? I saw tens of thousands in prospective.
�Mr. B----, of Alton?� said I, affecting an effort of memory. �Does he look like a fair man?�
�I don�t recall him. Mr. B----? Hum-m-m. He impresses you favorably, Edward?�
�Yes, sir; but it may be prudent to send and get a report.�
�I�ll see to that, Edward,� said I. �Sell him what he wants. If everything is not on the square, I�ll give you the word in time. It�s all right, I�ve no doubt.�
�He�s made a bill at Kline & Co.�s, and wants his goods sent there to be packed,� said my clerk.
�Ah, indeed! Let him have what he wants, Edward. If Kline & Co. sell him, we needn�t hesitate.�
And turning to my desk, my plans, and my calculations, I forgot all about Mr. B----, and the trifling bill of a thousand dollars that he proposed buying. How clear the way looked ahead! As thought created the means of successful adventure, and I saw myself moving forward and grasping results, the whole circle of life took a quicker motion, and my mind rose into a pleasant enthusiasm. Then I grew impatient for the initiatory steps that were to come, and felt as if the to-morrow, in which they must be taken, would never appear. A day seemed like a week or a month.
Six o�clock found me in not a very satisfactory state of mind. The ardor of my calculations had commenced abating. Certain elements, not seen and considered in the outset, were beginning to assume shape and consequence, and to modify, in many essential particulars, the grand result towards which I had been looking with so much pleasure. Shadowy and indistinct became the landscape, which seemed a little while before so fair and inviting. A cloud settled down upon it here, and a cloud there, breaking up its unity, and destroying much of its fair proportion. I was no longer mounting up, and moving forwards on the light wing of a castle-building imagination, but down upon the hard, rough ground, coming back into the consciousness that all progression, to be sure, must be slow and toilsome.
I had the afternoon paper in my hands, and was running my eyes up and down the columns, not reading, but, in a half-absent way, trying to find something of sufficient interest to claim attention, when, among the money and business items, I came upon a paragraph that sent the declining thermometer of my feelings away down towards the chill of zero. It touched, in the most vital part, my scheme of gain; and the shrinking bubble burst.
�Have the goods sold to that new customer from Alton been delivered?� I asked, as the real interest of my wasted day loomed up into sudden importance.
�Yes, sir,� was answered by one of my clerks; �they were sent to Kline & Co.�s immediately. Mr. B----said they were packing up his goods, which were to be shipped to-day.�
�He�s a safe man, I should think. Kline & Co. sell him.� My voice betrayed the doubt that came stealing over me like a chilly air.
�They sell him only for cash,� said my clerk. �I saw one of their young men this afternoon, and asked after Mr. B----�s standing. He didn�t know anything about him; said B----was a new man, who bought a moderate cash bill, but was sending in large quantities of goods to be packed�five or six times beyond the amount of his purchases with them.�
�Is that so!� I exclaimed, rising to my feet, all awake now to the real things which I had permitted a shadow to obscure.
�Just what he told me,� answered my clerk.
�It has a bad look,� said I. �How large a bill did he make with us?�
The sales book was referred to. �Seventeen hundred dollars,� replied the clerk.
�What! I thought he was to buy only to the amount of a thousand dollars?� I returned, in surprise and dismay.
�You seemed so easy about him, sir,� replied the clerk, �that I encouraged him to buy; and the bill ran up more heavily than I was aware until the footing gave exact figures.�
I drew out my watch. It was close on to half past six.
�I think, Edward,� said I, �that you�d better step round to Kline & Co.�s, and ask if they�ve shipped B----�s goods yet. If not, we�ll request them to delay long enough in the morning to give us time to sift the matter. If B----�s after a swindling game, we�ll take a short course, and save our goods.�
�It�s too late,� answered my clerk. �B----called a little after one o�clock, and gave notes for the amount of his bill. He was to leave in the five o�clock line for Boston.�
I turned my face a little aside, so that Edward might not see all the anxiety that was pictured there.
�You look very sober, Mr. Mayflower,� said my good wife, gazing at me with eyes a little shaded by concern, as I sat with Arty�s head leaning against my bosom that evening; �as sober as baby looked this morning, after his fruitless shadow chase.�
�And for the same reason,� said I, endeavoring to speak calmly and firmly.
�Why, Mr. Mayflower!� Her face betrayed a rising anxiety. My assumed calmness and firmness did not wholly disguise the troubled feelings that lay, oppressively, about my heart.
�For the same reason,� I repeated, steadying my voice, and trying to speak bravely. �I have been chasing a shadow all day; a mere phantom scheme of profit; and at night-fall I not only lose my shadow, but find my feet far off from the right path, and bemired. I called Arty a foolish child this morning. I laughed at his mistake. But, instead of accepting the lesson it should have conveyed, I went forth and wearied myself with shadow-hunting all day.�
Mrs. Mayflower sighed gently. Her soft eyes drooped away from my face, and rested for some moments on the floor.
�I am afraid we are all, more or less, in pursuit of shadows,� she said,��of the unreal things, projected by thought on the canvas of a too creative imagination. It is so with me; and I sigh, daily, over some disappointment. Alas! if this were all. Too often both the shadow-good and the real-good of to-day are lost. When night falls our phantom good is dispersed, and we sigh for the real good we might have enjoyed.�
�Shall we never grow wiser?� I asked.
�We shall never grow happier unless we do,� answered Mrs. Mayflower.
�Happiness!� I returned, as thought began to rise into clearer perception; �is it not the shadow after which we are all chasing, with such a blind and headlong speed?�
�Happiness is no shadow. It is a real thing,� said Mrs. Mayflower. �It does not project itself in advance of us; but exists in the actual and the now, if it exists at all. We cannot catch it by pursuit; that is only a cheating counterfeit, in guilt and tinsel, which dazzles our eyes in the ever receding future. No; happiness is a state of life; and it comes only to those who do each day�s work peaceful self-forgetfulness, and a calm trust in the Giver of all good for the blessing that lies stored for each one prepared to receive it in every hour of the coming time.�
�Who so does each day�s work in a peaceful self-forgetfulness and patient trust in God?� I said, turning my eyes away from the now tranquil face of Mrs. Mayflower.
�Few, if any, I fear,� she answered; �and few, if any, are happy. The common duties and common things of our to-days look so plain and homely in their ungilded actualities, that we turn our thought and interest away from them, and create ideal forms of use and beauty, into which we can never enter with conscious life. We are always losing the happiness of our to-days; and our to-morrows never come.�
I sighed my response, and sat for a long time silent. When the tea bell interrupted me from my reverie, Arty lay fast asleep on my bosom. As I kissed him on his way to his mother�s arms, I said,�
�Dear baby! may it be your first and last pursuit of a shadow.�
�No�no! Not yet, my sweet one!� answered Mrs. Mayflower, hugging him to her heart. �Not yet. We cannot spare you from our world of shadows.�
II.
IN THE WAY OF TEMPTATION.
MARTIN GREEN was a young man of good habits and a good conceit of himself. He had listened, often and again, with as much patience as he could assume, to warning and suggestion touching the dangers that beset the feet of those who go out into this wicked world, and become subject to its legion of temptations. All these warnings and suggestions he considered as so many words wasted when offered to himself.
�I�m in no danger,� he would sometimes answer to relative or friend, who ventured a remonstrance against certain associations, or cautioned him about visiting certain places.
�If I wish to play a game of billiards, I will go to a billiard saloon,� was the firm position he assumed. �Is there any harm in billiards? I can�t help it if bad men play at billiards, and congregate in billiard saloons. Bad men may be found anywhere and everywhere; on the street, in stores, at all public places, even in church. Shall I stay away from church because bad men are there?�
This last argument Martin Green considered unanswerable. Then he would say,�
�If I want a plate of oysters, I�ll go to a refectory, and I�ll take a glass of ale with my oysters, if it so pleases me. What harm, I would like to know? Danger of getting into bad company, you say? Hum-m! Complimentary to your humble servant! But I�m not the kind to which dirt sticks.�
So, confident of his own power to stand safely in the midst of temptation, and ignorant of its thousand insidious approaches, Martin Green, at the age of twenty-one, came and went as he pleased, mingling with the evil and the good, and seeing life under circumstances of great danger to the pure and innocent. But he felt strong and safe, confident of neither stumbling nor falling. All around him he saw young men yielding to the pressure of temptation and stepping aside into evil ways; but they were weak and vicious, while he stood firm-footed on the rock of virtue!
It happened, very naturally, as Green was a bright, social young man, that he made acquaintances with other young men, who were frequently met in billiard saloons, theatre lobbies, and eating houses. Some of these he did not understand quite as well as he imagined. The vicious, who have ends to gain, know how to cloak themselves, and easily deceive persons of Green�s character. Among these acquaintances was a handsome, gentlemanly, affable young man, named Bland, who gradually intruded himself into his confidence. Bland never drank to excess, and never seemed inclined to sensual indulgences. He had, moreover, a way of moralizing that completely veiled his true quality from the not very penetrating Martin Green, whose shrewdness and knowledge of character were far less acute than he, in his self-conceit, imagined.
One evening, instead of going with his sister to the house of a friend, where a select company of highly-intelligent ladies and gentleman were to meet, and pass an evening together, Martin excused himself under the pretence of an engagement, and lounged away to an eating and drinking saloon, there to spend an hour in smoking, reading the newspapers, and enjoying a glass of ale, the desire for which was fast growing into a habit. Strong and safe as he imagined himself, the very fact of preferring the atmosphere of a drinking or billiard saloon to that in which refined and intellectual people breathe, showed that he was weak and in danger.
He was sitting with a cigar in his mouth, and a glass of ale beside him, reading with the air of a man who felt entirely satisfied with himself, and rather proud than ashamed of his position and surroundings, when his pleasant friend, Mr. Bland, crossed the room, and, reaching out his hand, said, with his smiling, hearty manner,�
�How are you, my friend? What�s the news to-day?� And he drew a chair to the table, calling at the same time to a waiter for a glass of ale.
�I never drink anything stronger than ale,� he added, in a confidential way, not waiting for Green to answer his first remark. �Liquors are so drugged nowadays, that you never know what poison you are taking; besides, tippling is a bad habit, and sets a questionable example. We must, you know, have some regard to the effect of our conduct on weaker people. Man is an imitative animal. By the way, did you see Booth�s Cardinal Wolsey?�
�Yes.�
�A splendid piece of acting,�was it not? You remember, after the cardinal�s fall, that noble passage to which he gives utterance. It has been running through my mind ever since:���Mark but my fall, and that that ruined me.


  Cromwell, I charge thee, fling away ambition:   By that sin fell the angels; how can man, then,   The image of his Maker, hope to win by�t?   Love thyself last: Cherish those hearts that hate thee:   Corruption wins not more than honesty.   Still in thy right hand carry gentle peace,   To silence envious tongues; be just, and fear not.   Let all the ends thou aim�st at be thy country�s,   Thy God�s, and truth�s; then if thou fall�st, O Cromwell,   Thou fall�st a blessed martyr.�
��Love thyself last.�Let all the ends thou aim�st at be thy country�s, thy God�s, and truth�s.� Could a man�s whole duty in life be expressed in fewer words, or said more grandly? I think not.�
And so he went on, charming the ears of Green, and inspiring him with the belief that he was a person of the purest instincts and noblest ends. While they talked, two young men, strangers to Green came up, and were introduced by Bland as �My very particular friends.� Something about them did not at first impress Martin favorably. But this impression soon wore off, they were so intelligent and agreeable, Bland, after a little while, referred again to the Cardinal Wolsey of Booth, and, drawing a copy of Shakspeare�s Henry VIII. from his pocket, remarked,�
�If it wasn�t so public here, I�d like to read a few of the best passages in Wolsey�s part.�
�Can�t we get a private room?� said one of the two young men who had joined Bland and Green. �There are plenty in the house. I�ll see.�
And away he went to the bar.
�Come,� he said, returning in a few minutes; and the party followed a waiter up stairs, and were shown into a small room, neatly furnished, though smelling villanously of stale cigar smoke.
�This is cosy,� was the approving remark of Bland, as they entered. Hats and overcoats were laid aside, and they drew around a table that stood in the centre of the room under the gaslight. A few passages were read from Shakspeare, then drink was ordered by one of the the party. The reading interspersed with critical comments, was again resumed; but the reading soon gave way entire to the comments, which, in a little while, passed from the text of Shakspeare to actors, actresses, prima donnas, and ballet-dancers, the relative merits of which were knowingly discussed for some time. In the midst of this discussion, oysters, in two or three styles, and a smoking dish of terrapin, ordered by a member of the company�which our young friend Green did not know�were brought in, followed by a liberal supply of wine and brandy. Bland expressed surprise, but accepted the entertainment as quite agreeable to himself.
After the supper, cigars were introduced, and after the cigars, cards. A few games were played for shilling stakes. Green, under the influence of more liquor than his head could bear, and in the midst of companions whose sphere he could not, in consequence, resist, yielded in a new direction for him. Of gambling he had always entertained a virtuous disapproval; yet, ere aware of the direction in which he was drifting, he was staking money at cards, the sums gradually increasing, until from shillings the ventures increased to dollars. Sometimes he won, and sometimes he lost; the winnings stimulating to new trials in the hope of further success, and the losses stimulating to new trials in order to recover, if possible; but, steadily, the tide, for all these little eddies of success, bore him downwards, and losses increased from single dollars to fives, and from fives to tens, his pleasant friend, Bland, supplying whatever he wanted in the most disinterested way, until an aggregate loss of nearly a hundred and fifty dollars sobered and appalled him.
The salary of Martin Green was only four hundred dollars, every cent of which was expended as fast as earned. A loss of a hundred and fifty dollars was, therefore, a serious and embarrassing matter.
�I�ll call and see you to-morrow, when we can arrange this little matter,� said Mr. Bland, �on parting with Green at his own door. He spoke pleasantly, but with something in his voice that chilled the nerves of his victim. On the next day while Green stood at his desk, trying to fix his mind upon his work, and do it correctly, his employer said,�
�Martin, there�s a young man in the store who has asked for you.�
Green turned and saw the last man on the earth he desired to meet. His pleasant friend of the evening before had called to �arrange that little matter.�
�Not too soon for you, I hope,� remarked Bland, with his courteous, yet now serious, smile, as he took the victim�s hand.
�Yes, you are, too soon,� was soberly answered.
The smile faded off of Bland�s face.
�When will you arrange it?�
�In a few days.�
�But I want the money to-day. It was a simple loan, you know.�
�I am aware of that, but the amount is larger than I can manage at once,� said Green.
�Can I have a part to-day?�
�Not to-day.�
�To-morrow, then?�
�I�ll do the best in my power.�
�Very well. To-morrow, at this time, I will call. Make up the whole sum if possible, for I want it badly.�
�Do you know that young man?� asked Mr. Phillips, the employer of Green, as the latter came back to his desk. The face of Mr. Phillips was unusually serious.
�His name is Bland.�
�Why has he called to see you?� The eyes of Mr. Phillips were fixed intently on his clerk.
�He merely dropped in. I have met him a few times in company.�
�Don�t you know his character?�
�I never heard a word against him,� said Green.
�Why, Martin!� replied Mr. Phillips, �he has the reputation of being one of the worst young men in our city; a base gambler�s stool-pigeon, some say.�
�I am glad to know it, sir,� Martin had the presence of mind, in the painful confusion that overwhelmed him, to say, �and shall treat him accordingly.� He went back to his desk, and resumed his work.
It is the easiest thing in the world to go to astray, but always difficult to return, Martin Green was astray, but how was he to get into the right path again? A barrier that seemed impassable was now lying across the way over which he had passed, a little while before, with lightest footsteps. Alone and unaided, he could not safely get back. The evil spirits that lure a man from virtue never counsel aright when to seek to return. They magnify the perils that beset the road by which alone is safety, and suggest other ways that lead into labyrinths of evil from which escape is sometimes impossible. These spirits were now at the ear of our unhappy young friend, suggesting methods of relief in his embarrassing position.
If Bland were indeed such a character as Mr. Phillips had represented him, it would be ruin, in his employer�s estimation, to have him call again and again for his debt. But how was he to liquidate that debt? There was nothing due him on account of salary, and there was not a friend or acquaintance to whom he could apply with any hope of borrowing.
�Man�s extremity is the devil�s opportunity.� It was so in the present case, Green had a number of collections to make on that day, and his evil counsellors suggested his holding back the return of two of these, amounting to his indebtedness, and say that the parties were not yet ready to settle their bills. This would enable him to get rid of Bland, and gain time. So, acting upon the bad suggestion, he made up his return of collections, omitting the two accounts to which we have referred.
Now it so happened that one of the persons against whom these accounts stood, met Mr. Phillips as he was returning from dinner in the afternoon, and said to him,�
�I settled that bill of yours to-day.�
�That�s right. I wish all my customers were as punctual,� answered Mr. Phillips.
�I gave your young man a check for a hundred and five dollars.�
�Thank you.�
And the two men passed their respective ways.
On Mr. Phillips�s return to his store, Martin rendered his account of collections, and, to the surprise of his employer, omitted the one in regard to which he had just been notified.
�Is this all?� he asked, in a tone that sent a thrill of alarm to the guilty heart of his clerk.
�Yes, sir,� was the not clearly outspoken answer.
�Didn�t Garland pay?�
�N-n-o, sir!� The suddenness of this question so confounded Martin, that he could not answer without a betraying hesitation.
�Martin!� Astonishment, rebuke, and accusation were in the voice of Mr. Phillips as he pronounced his clerk�s name. Martin�s face flushed deeply, and then grew very pale. He stood the image of guilt and fear for some moments, then, drawing out his pocket book, he brought therefrom a small roll of bank bills, and a memorandum slip of paper.
�I made these collections also.� And he gave the money and memorandum to Mr. Phillips.
�A hundred and fifty dollars withheld! Martin! Martin! what does this mean?�
�Heaven is my witness, sir,� answered the young man, with quivering lips, �that I have never wronged you out of a dollar, and had no intention of wronging you now. But I am in a fearful strait. My feet have become suddenly mired, and this was a desperate struggle for extrication�a temporary expedient only, not a premeditated wrong against you.�
�Sit down, Martin,� said Mr. Phillips, in a grave, but not severe, tone of voice. �Let me understand the case from first to last. Conceal nothing, if you wish to have me for a friend.�
Thus enjoined, Martin told his humiliating story.
�If you had not gone into the way of temptation, the betrayer had not found you,� was the remark of Mr. Phillips, when the young man ended his confession. �Do you frequent these eating and drinking saloons?�
�I go occasionally, sir.�
�They are neither safe nor reputable, Martin. A young man who frequents them must have the fine tone of his manhood dimmed. There is an atmosphere of impurity about these places. Have you a younger brother?�
�Yes, sir.�
�Would you think it good for him, as he emerged from youth to manhood, to visit refectories and billiard saloons?�
�No, sir, I would do all in my power to prevent it.�
�Why?�
�There�s danger in them, sir.�
�And, knowing this, you went into the way of danger, and have fallen!�
Martin dropped his eyes to the floor in confusion.
�Bland is a stool-pigeon and you were betrayed.�
�What am I to do?� asked the troubled young man. �I am in debt to him.�
�He will be here to-morrow.�
�Yes, sir.�
�I will have a policeman ready to receive him.�
�O, no, no, Sir. Pray don�t do that!� answered Martin, with a distressed look.
�Why not?� demanded Mr. Phillips.
�It will ruin me.�
�How?�
�Bland will denounce me.�
�Let him.�
�I shall be exposed to the policeman.�
�An evil, but a mild one, compared with that to which you were rushing in order to disentangle yourself. I must have my way, sir. This matter has assumed a serious aspect. You are in my power, and must submit.�
On the next day, punctual to the hour, Bland called.
�This is your man,� said Mr. Phillips to his clerk. �Ask him into the counting-room.� Bland, thus invited, walked back. As he entered, Mr. Phillips said,�
�My clerk owes you a hundred and fifty dollars, I understand.�
�Yes, sir;� and the villain bowed.
�Make him out a receipt,� said Mr. Phillips.
�When I receive the money,� was coldly and resolutely answered. Martin glanced sideways at the face of Bland, and the sudden change in its expression chilled him. The mild, pleasant, virtuous aspect he could so well assume was gone, and he looked more like a fiend than a man. In pictures he had seen eyes such as now gleamed on Mr. Phillips, but never in a living face before.
The officer, who had been sitting with a newspaper in his hand, now gave his paper a quick rattle as he threw it aside, and, coming forward, stood beside Mr. Phillips, and looked steadily at the face of Bland, over which passed another change: it was less assured, but not less malignant.
Mr. Phillips took out his pocket-book, and, laying a twenty-dollar bill on the desk by which they were standing, said,�
�Take this and sign a receipt.�
�No, sir!� was given with determined emphasis. �I am not to be robbed in this way!�
�Ned,� the officer now spoke, �take my advice, and sign a receipt.�
�It�s a cursed swindle!� exclaimed the baffled villain.
�We will dispense with hard names, sir!� The officer addressed him sternly. �Either take the money, or go. This is not a meeting for parley. I understand you and your operations.�
A few moments Bland stood, with an irresolute air; then, clutching desperately at a pen, he dashed off a receipt, and was reaching for the money, when Mr. Phillips drew it back, saying,�
�Wait a moment, until I examine the receipt.� He read it over, and then, pushing it towards Bland, said,�
�Write �In full of all demands.�� A growl was the oral response. Bland took the pen again, and wrote as directed.
�Take my advice, young man, and adopt a safer and more honorable business,� said Mr. Phillips, as he gave him the twenty-dollar bill.
�Keep your advice for them that ask it!� was flung back in his face. A look of hate and revenge burned in the fellow�s eyes. After glaring at Mr. Phillips and Martin in a threatening way for several moments, he left more hurriedly than he had entered.
�And take my advice,� said the officer, laying his hand on Martin�s arm,�he spoke in a warning tone,��and keep out of that man�s way. He�ll never forgive you. I know him and his prowling gang, and they are a set of as hardened and dangerous villains as can be found in the city. You are �spotted� by them from this day, and they number a dozen at least. So, if you would be safe, avoid their haunts. Give drinking saloons and billiard rooms a wide berth. One experience like this should last you a life-time.�
Thus Martin escaped from his dangerous entanglement, but never again to hold the unwavering confidence of his employer. Mr. Phillips pitied, but could not trust him fully. A year afterwards came troublesome times, losses in business, and depression in trade. Every man had to retrench. Thousands of clerk condition were apt to be as quick with a blow as with a caress. But, having gained his point, he was amiable.
�Get your things on and come out. We can take in a roof-garden.�
�I�ve told you I�m not doing that sort of thing.�
He was ugly in a flash.
�You�ve got somebody else on the string.�
�Honestly, no. There�there has never been anybody else, Palmer.�
He caught her suddenly and jerked her toward him.
�You let me hear of anybody else, and I�ll cut the guts out of him!�
He held her for a second, his face black and fierce. Then, slowly and inevitably, he drew her into his arms. He was drunk, and she knew it. But, in the queer loyalty of her class, he was the only man she had cared for. She cared now. She took him for that moment, felt his hot kisses on her mouth, her throat, submitted while his rather brutal hands bruised her arms in fierce caresses. Then she put him from her resolutely.
�Now you�re going.�
�The hell I�m going!�
But he was less steady than he had been. The heat of the little flat brought more blood to his head. He wavered as he stood just inside the door.
�You must go back to your wife.�
�She doesn�t want me. She�s in love with a fellow at the house.�
�Palmer, hush!�
�Lemme come in and sit down, won�t you?�
She let him pass her into the sitting-room. He dropped into a chair.
�You�ve turned me down, and now Christine�she thinks I don�t know. I�m no fool; I see a lot of things. I�m no good. I know that I�ve made her miserable. But I made a merry little hell for you too, and you don�t kick about it.�
�You know that.�
She was watching him gravely. She had never seen him just like this. Nothing else, perhaps, could have shown her so well what a broken reed he was.
�I got you in wrong. You were a good girl before I knew you. You�re a good girl now. I�m not going to do you any harm, I swear it. I only wanted to take you out for a good time. I�ve got money. Look here!� He drew out the roll of bills and showed it to her. Her eyes opened wide. She had never known him to have much money.
�Lots more where that comes from.�
A new look flashed into her eyes, not cupidity, but purpose.
She was instantly cunning.
�Aren�t you going to give me some of that?�
�What for?�
�I�I want some clothes.�
The very drunk have the intuition sometimes of savages or brute beasts.
�You lie.�
�I want it for Johnny Rosenfeld.�
He thrust it back into his pocket, but his hand retained its grasp of it.
�That�s it,� he complained. �Don�t lemme be happy for a minute! Throw it all up to me!�
�You give me that for the Rosenfeld boy, and I�ll go out with you.�
�If I give you all that, I won�t have any money to go out with!�
But his eyes were wavering. She could see victory.
�Take off enough for the evening.�
But he drew himself up.
�I�m no piker,� he said largely. �Whole hog or nothing. Take it.�
He held it out to her, and from another pocket produced the eighty dollars, in crushed and wrinkled notes.
�It�s my lucky day,� he said thickly. �Plenty more where this came from. Do anything for you. Give it to the little devil. I�� He yawned. �God, this place is hot!�
His head dropped back on his chair; he propped his sagging legs on a stool. She knew him�knew that he would sleep almost all night. She would have to make up something to tell the other girls; but no matter�she could attend to that later.
She had never had a thousand dollars in her hands before. It seemed smaller than that amount. Perhaps he had lied to her. She paused, in pinning on her hat, to count the bills. It was all there.
CHAPTER XXVII
K. spent all of the evening of that day with Wilson. He was not to go for Joe until eleven o�clock. The injured man�s vitality was standing him in good stead. He had asked for Sidney and she was at his bedside. Dr. Ed had gone.
�I�m going, Max. The office is full, they tell me,� he said, bending over the bed. �I�ll come in later, and if they�ll make me a shakedown, I�ll stay with you to-night.�
The answer was faint, broken but distinct. �Get some sleep�I�ve been a poor stick�try to do better�� His roving eyes fell on the dog collar on the stand. He smiled, �Good old Bob!� he said, and put his hand over Dr. Ed�s, as it lay on the bed.
K. found Sidney in the room, not sitting, but standing by the window. The sick man was dozing. One shaded light burned in a far corner. She turned slowly and met his eyes. It seemed to K. that she looked at him as if she had never really seen him before, and he was right. Readjustments are always difficult.
Sidney was trying to reconcile the K. she had known so well with this new K., no longer obscure, although still shabby, whose height had suddenly become presence, whose quiet was the quiet of infinite power.
She was suddenly shy of him, as he stood looking down at her. He saw the gleam of her engagement ring on her finger. It seemed almost defiant. As though she had meant by wearing it to emphasize her belief in her lover.
They did not speak beyond their greeting, until he had gone over the record. Then:�
�We can�t talk here. I want to talk to you, K.�
He led the way into the corridor. It was very dim. Far away was the night nurse�s desk, with its lamp, its annunciator, its pile of records. The passage floor reflected the light on glistening boards.
�I have been thinking until I am almost crazy, K. And now I know how it happened. It was Joe.�
�The principal thing is, not how it happened, but that he is going to get well, Sidney.�
She stood looking down, twisting her ring around her finger.
�Is Joe in any danger?�
�We are going to get him away to-night. He wants to go to Cuba. He�ll get off safely, I think.�
�WE are going to get him away! YOU are, you mean. You shoulder all our troubles, K., as if they were your own.�
�I?� He was genuinely surprised. �Oh, I see. You mean�but my part in getting Joe off is practically nothing. As a matter of fact, Schwitter has put up the money. My total capital in the world, after paying the taxicab to-day, is seven dollars.�
�The taxicab?�
�By Jove, I was forgetting! Best news you ever heard of! Tillie married and has a baby�all in twenty-four hours! Boy�they named it Le Moyne. Squalled like a maniac when the water went on its head. I�I took Mrs. McKee out in a hired machine. That�s what happened to my capital.� He grinned sheepishly. �She said she would have to go in her toque. I had awful qualms. I thought it was a wrapper.�
�You, of course,� she said. �You find Max and save him�don�t look like that! You did, didn�t you? And you get Joe away, borrowing money to send him. And as if that isn�t enough, when you ought to have been getting some sleep, you are out taking a friend to Tillie, and being godfather to the baby.�
He looked uncomfortable, almost guilty.
�I had a day off. I��
�When I look back and remember how all these months I�ve been talking about service, and you said nothing at all, and all the time you were living what I preached�I�m so ashamed, K.�
He would not allow that. It distressed him. She saw that, and tried to smile.
�When does Joe go?�
�To-night. I�m to take him across the country to the railroad. I was wondering��
�Yes?�
�I�d better explain first what happened, and why it happened. Then if you are willing to send him a line, I think it would help. He saw a girl in white in the car and followed in his own machine. He thought it was you, of course. He didn�t like the idea of your going to Schwitter�s. Carlotta was taken ill. And Schwitter and�and Wilson took her upstairs to a room.�
�Do you believe that, K.?�
�I do. He saw Max coming out and misunderstood. He fired at him then.�
�He did it for me. I feel very guilty, K., as if it all comes back to me. I�ll write to him, of course. Poor Joe!�
He watched her go down the hall toward the night nurse�s desk. He would have given everything just then for the right to call her back, to take her in his arms and comfort her. She seemed so alone. He himself had gone through loneliness and heartache, and the shadow was still on him. He waited until he saw her sit down at the desk and take up a pen. Then he went back into the quiet room.
He stood by the bedside, looking down. Wilson was breathing quietly: his color was coming up, as he rallied from the shock. In K.�s mind now was just one thought�to bring him through for Sidney, and then to go away. He might follow Joe to Cuba. There were chances there. He could do sanitation work, or he might try the Canal.
The Street would go on working out its own salvation. He would have to think of something for the Rosenfelds. And he was worried about Christine. But there again, perhaps it would be better if he went away. Christine�s story would have to work itself out. His hands were tied.
He was glad in a way that Sidney had asked no questions about him, had accepted his new identity so calmly. It had been overshadowed by the night tragedy. It would have pleased him if she had shown more interest, of course. But he understood. It was enough, he told himself, that he had helped her, that she counted on him. But more and more he knew in his heart that it was not enough. �I�d better get away from here,� he told himself savagely.
And having taken the first step toward flight, as happens in such cases, he was suddenly panicky with fear, fear that he would get out of hand, and take her in his arms, whether or no; a temptation to run from temptation, to cut everything and go with Joe that night. But there his sense of humor saved him. That would be a sight for the gods, two defeated lovers flying together under the soft September moon.
Some one entered the room. He thought it was Sidney and turned with the light in his eyes that was only for her. It was Carlotta.
She was not in uniform. She wore a dark skirt and white waist and her high heels tapped as she crossed the room. She came directly to him.
�He is better, isn�t he?�
�He is rallying. Of course it will be a day or two before we are quite sure.�
She stood looking down at Wilson�s quiet figure.
�I guess you know I�ve been crazy about him,� she said quietly. �Well, that�s all over. He never really cared for me. I played his game and I�lost. I�ve been expelled from the school.�
Quite suddenly she dropped on her knees beside the bed, and put her cheek close to the sleeping man�s hand. When after a moment she rose, she was controlled again, calm, very white.
�Will you tell him, Dr. Edwardes, when he is conscious, that I came in and said good-bye?�
�I will, of course. Do you want to leave any other message?�
She hesitated, as if the thought tempted her. Then she shrugged her shoulders.
�What would be the use? He doesn�t want any message from me.�
She turned toward the door. But K. could not let her go like that. Her face frightened him. It was too calm, too controlled. He followed her across the room.
�What are your plans?�
�I haven�t any. I�m about through with my training, but I�ve lost my diploma.�
�I don�t like to see you going away like this.�
She avoided his eyes, but his kindly tone did what neither the Head nor the Executive Committee had done that day. It shook her control.
�What does it matter to you? You don�t owe me anything.�
�Perhaps not. One way and another I�ve known you a long time.�
�You never knew anything very good.�
�I�ll tell you where I live, and��
�I know where you live.�
�Will you come to see me there? We may be able to think of something.�
�What is there to think of? This story will follow me wherever I go! I�ve tried twice for a diploma and failed. What�s the use?�
But in the end he prevailed on her to promise not to leave the city until she had seen him again. It was not until she had gone, a straight figure with haunted eyes, that he reflected whimsically that once again he had defeated his own plans for flight.
In the corridor outside the door Carlotta hesitated. Why not go back? Why not tell him? He was kind; he was going to do something for her. But the old instinct of self-preservation prevailed. She went on to her room.
Sidney brought her letter to Joe back to K. She was flushed with the effort and with a new excitement.
�This is the letter, K., and�I haven�t been able to say what I wanted, exactly. You�ll let him know, won�t you, how I feel, and how I blame myself?�
K. promised gravely.
�And the most remarkable thing has happened. What a day this has been! Somebody has sent Johnny Rosenfeld a lot of money. The ward nurse wants you to come back.�
The ward had settled for the night. The well-ordered beds of the daytime were chaotic now, torn apart by tossing figures. The night was hot and an electric fan hummed in a far corner. Under its sporadic breezes, as it turned, the ward was trying to sleep.
Johnny Rosenfeld was not asleep. An incredible thing had happened to him. A fortune lay under his pillow. He was sure it was there, for ever since it came his hot hand had clutched it.
He was quite sure that somehow or other K. had had a hand in it. When he disclaimed it, the boy was bewildered.
�It�ll buy the old lady what she wants for the house, anyhow,� he said. �But I hope nobody�s took up a collection for me. I don�t want no charity.�
�Maybe Mr. Howe sent it.�
�You can bet your last match he didn�t.�
In some unknown way the news had reached the ward that Johnny�s friend, Mr. Le Moyne, was a great surgeon. Johnny had rejected it scornfully.
�He works in the gas office,� he said, �I�ve seen him there. If he�s a surgeon, what�s he doing in the gas office. If he�s a surgeon, what�s he doing teaching me raffia-work? Why isn�t he on his job?�
But the story had seized on his imagination.
�Say, Mr. Le Moyne.�
�Yes, Jack.�
He called him �Jack.� The boy liked it. It savored of man to man. After all, he was a man, or almost. Hadn�t he driven a car? Didn�t he have a state license?
�They�ve got a queer story about you here in the ward.�
�Not scandal, I trust, Jack!�
�They say that you�re a surgeon; that you operated on Dr. Wilson and saved his life. They say that you�re the king pin where you came from.� He eyed K. wistfully. �I know it�s a damn lie, but if it�s true��
�I used to be a surgeon. As a matter of fact I operated on Dr. Wilson to-day. I�I am rather apologetic, Jack, because I didn�t explain to you sooner. For�various reasons�I gave up that�that line of business. To-day they rather forced my hand.�
�Don�t you think you could do something for me, sir?�
When K. did not reply at once, he launched into an explanation.
�I�ve been lying here a good while. I didn�t say much because I knew I�d have to take a chance. Either I�d pull through or I wouldn�t, and the odds were�well, I didn�t say much. The old lady�s had a lot of trouble. But now, with THIS under my pillow for her, I�ve got a right to ask. I�ll take a chance, if you will.�
�It�s only a chance, Jack.�
�I know that. But lie here and watch these soaks off the street. Old, a lot of them, and gettin� well to go out and starve, and�My God! Mr. Le Moyne, they can walk, and I can�t.�
K. drew a long breath. He had started, and now he must go on. Faith in himself or no faith, he must go on. Life, that had loosed its hold on him for a time, had found him again.
�I�ll go over you carefully to-morrow, Jack. I�ll tell you your chances honestly.�
�I have a thousand dollars. Whatever you charge��
�I�ll take it out of my board bill in the new house!�
At four o�clock that morning K. got back from seeing Joe off. The trip had been without accident.
Over Sidney�s letter Joe had shed a shamefaced tear or two. And during the night ride, with K. pushing the car to the utmost, he had felt that the boy, in keeping his hand in his pocket, had kept it on the letter. When the road was smooth and stretched ahead, a gray-white line into the night, he tried to talk a little courage into the boy�s sick heart.
�You�ll see new people, new life,� he said. �In a month from now you�ll wonder why you ever hung around the Street. I have a feeling that you�re going to make good down there.�
And once, when the time for parting was very near,��No matter what happens, keep on believing in yourself. I lost my faith in myself once. It was pretty close to hell.�
Joe�s response showed his entire self-engrossment.
�If he dies, I�m a murderer.�
�He�s not going to die,� said K. stoutly.
At four o�clock in the morning he left the car at the garage and walked around to the little house. He had had no sleep for forty-five hours; his eyes were sunken in his head; the skin over his temples looked drawn and white. His clothes were wrinkled; the soft hat he habitually wore was white with the dust of the road.
As he opened the hall door, Christine stirred in the room beyond. She came out fully dressed.
�K., are you sick?�
�Rather tired. Why in the world aren�t you in bed?�
�Palmer has just come home in a terrible rage. He says he�s been robbed of a thousand dollars.�
�Where?�
Christine shrugged her shoulders.
�He doesn�t know, or says he doesn�t. I�m glad of it. He seems thoroughly frightened. It may be a lesson.�
In the dim hall light he realized that her face was strained and set. She looked on the verge of hysteria.
�Poor little woman,� he said. �I�m sorry, Christine.�
The tender words broke down the last barrier of her self-control.
�Oh, K.! Take me away. Take me away! I can�t stand it any longer.�
She held her arms out to him, and because he was very tired and lonely, and because more than anything else in the world just then he needed a woman�s arms, he drew her to him and held her close, his cheek to her hair.
�Poor girl!� he said. �Poor Christine! Surely there must be some happiness for us somewhere.�
But the next moment he let her go and stepped back.
�I�m sorry.� Characteristically he took the blame. �I shouldn�t have done that�You know how it is with me.�
�Will it always be Sidney?�
�I�m afraid it will always be Sidney.�
CHAPTER XXVIII
Johnny Rosenfeld was dead. All of K.�s skill had not sufficed to save him. The operation had been a marvel, but the boy�s long-sapped strength failed at the last.
K., set of face, stayed with him to the end. The boy did not know he was going. He roused from the coma and smiled up at Le Moyne.
�I�ve got a hunch that I can move my right foot,� he said. �Look and see.�
K. lifted the light covering.
�You�re right, old man. It�s moving.�
�Brake foot, clutch foot,� said Johnny, and closed his eyes again.
K. had forbidden the white screens, that outward symbol of death. Time enough for them later. So the ward had no suspicion, nor had the boy.
The ward passed in review. It was Sunday, and from the chapel far below came the faint singing of a hymn. When Johnny spoke again he did not open his eyes.
�You�re some operator, Mr. Le Moyne. I�ll put in a word for you whenever I get a chance.�
�Yes, put in a word for me,� said K. huskily.
He felt that Johnny would be a good mediator�that whatever he, K., had done of omission or commission, Johnny�s voice before the Tribunal would count.
The lame young violin-player came into the ward. She had cherished a secret and romantic affection for Max Wilson, and now he was in the hospital and ill. So she wore the sacrificial air of a young nun and played �The Holy City.�
Johnny was close on the edge of his long sleep by that time, and very comfortable.
�Tell her nix on the sob stuff,� he complained. �Ask her to play �I�m twenty-one and she�s eighteen.��
She was rather outraged, but on K.�s quick explanation she changed to the staccato air.
�Ask her if she�ll come a little nearer; I can�t hear her.�
So she moved to the foot of the bed, and to the gay little tune Johnny began his long sleep. But first he asked K. a question: �Are you sure I�m going to walk, Mr. Le Moyne?�
�I give you my solemn word,� said K. huskily, �that you are going to be better than you have ever been in your life.�
It was K. who, seeing he would no longer notice, ordered the screens to be set around the bed, K. who drew the coverings smooth and folded the boy�s hands over his breast.
The violin-player stood by uncertainly.
�How very young he is! Was it an accident?�
�It was the result of a man�s damnable folly,� said K. grimly. �Somebody always pays.�
And so Johnny Rosenfeld paid.
The immediate result of his death was that K., who had gained some of his faith in himself on seeing Wilson on the way to recovery, was beset by his old doubts. What right had he to arrogate to himself again powers of life and death? Over and over he told himself that there had been no carelessness here, that the boy would have died ultimately, that he had taken the only chance, that the boy himself had known the risk and begged for it.
The old doubts came back.
And now came a question that demanded immediate answer. Wilson would be out of commission for several months, probably. He was gaining, but slowly. And he wanted K. to take over his work.
�Why not?� he demanded, half irritably. �The secret is out. Everybody knows who you are. You�re not thinking about going back to that ridiculous gas office, are you?�
�I had some thought of going to Cuba.�
�I�m damned if I understand you. You�ve done a marvelous thing; I lie here and listen to the staff singing your praises until I�m sick of your name! And now, because a boy who wouldn�t have lived anyhow��
�That�s not it,� K. put in hastily. �I know all that. I guess I could do it and get away with it as well as the average. All that deters me�I�ve never told you, have I, why I gave up before?�
Wilson was propped up in his bed. K. was walking restlessly about the room, as was his habit when troubled.
�I�ve heard the gossip; that�s all.�
�When you recognized me that night on the balcony, I told you I�d lost my faith in myself, and you said the whole affair had been gone over at the State Society. As a matter of fact, the Society knew of only two cases. There had been three.�
�Even at that��
�You know what I always felt about the profession, Max. We went into that more than once in Berlin. Either one�s best or nothing. I had done pretty well. When I left Lorch and built my own hospital, I hadn�t a doubt of myself. And because I was getting results I got a lot of advertising. Men began coming to the clinics. I found I was making enough out of the patients who could pay to add a few free wards. I want to tell you now, Wilson, that the opening of those free wards was the greatest self-indulgence I ever permitted myself. I�d seen so much careless attention given the poor�well, never mind that. It was almost three years ago that things began to go wrong. I lost a big case.�
�I know. All this doesn�t influence me, Edwardes.�
�Wait a moment. We had a system in the operating-room as perfect as I could devise it. I never finished an operation without having my first assistant verify the clip and sponge count. But that first case died because a sponge had been left in the operating field. You know how those things go; you can�t always see them, and one goes by the count, after reasonable caution. Then I lost another case in the same way�a free case.
�As well as I could tell, the precautions had not been relaxed. I was doing from four to six cases a day. After the second one I almost went crazy. I made up my mind, if there was ever another, I�d give up and go away.�
�There was another?�
�Not for several months. When the last case died, a free case again, I performed my own autopsy. I allowed only my first assistant in the room. He was almost as frenzied as I was. It was the same thing again. When I told him I was going away, he offered to take the blame himself, to say he had closed the incision. He tried to make me think he was responsible. I knew�better.�
�It�s incredible.�
�Exactly; but it�s true. The last patient was a laborer. He left a family. I�ve sent them money from time to time. I used to sit and think about the children he left, and what would become of them. The ironic part of it was that, for all that had happened, I was busier all the time. Men were sending me cases from all over the country. It was either stay and keep on working, with that chance, or�quit. I quit.� �But if you had stayed, and taken extra precautions��
�We�d taken every precaution we knew.�
Neither of the men spoke for a time. K. stood, his tall figure outlined against the window. Far off, in the children�s ward, children were laughing; from near by a very young baby wailed a thin cry of protest against life; a bell rang constantly. K.�s mind was busy with the past�with the day he decided to give up and go away, with the months of wandering and homelessness, with the night he had come upon the Street and had seen Sidney on the doorstep of the little house.
�That�s the worst, is it?� Max Wilson demanded at last.
�That�s enough.�
�It�s extremely significant. You had an enemy somewhere�on your staff, probably. This profession of ours is a big one, but you know its jealousies. Let a man get his shoulders above the crowd, and the pack is after him.� He laughed a little. �Mixed figure, but you know what I mean.�
K. shook his head. He had had that gift of the big man everywhere, in every profession, of securing the loyalty of his followers. He would have trusted every one of them with his life.
�You�re going to do it, of course.�
�Take up your work?�
�Yes.�
He stirred restlessly. To stay on, to be near Sidney, perhaps to stand by as Wilson�s best man when he was married�it turned him cold. But he did not give a decided negative. The sick man was flushed and growing fretful; it would not do to irritate him.
�Give me another day on it,� he said at last. And so the matter stood.
Max�s injury had been productive of good, in one way. It had brought the two brothers closer together. In the mornings Max was restless until Dr. Ed arrived. When he came, he brought books in the shabby bag�his beloved Burns, although he needed no book for that, the �Pickwick Papers,� Renan�s �Lives of the Disciples.� Very often Max world doze off; at the cessation of Dr. Ed�s sonorous voice the sick man would stir fretfully and demand more. But because he listened to everything without discrimination, the older man came to the conclusion that it was the companionship that counted. It pleased him vastly. It reminded him of Max�s boyhood, when he had read to Max at night. For once in the last dozen years, he needed him.
�Go on, Ed. What in blazes makes you stop every five minutes?� Max protested, one day.
Dr. Ed, who had only stopped to bite off the end of a stogie to hold in his cheek, picked up his book in a hurry, and eyed the invalid over it.
�Stop bullying. I�ll read when I�m ready. Have you any idea what I�m reading?�
�Of course.�
�Well, I haven�t. For ten minutes I�ve been reading across both pages!�
Max laughed, and suddenly put out his hand. Demonstrations of affection were so rare with him that for a moment Dr. Ed was puzzled. Then, rather sheepishly, he took it.
�When I get out,� Max said, �we�ll have to go out to the White Springs again and have supper.�
That was all; but Ed understood.
Morning and evening, Sidney went to Max�s room. In the morning she only smiled at him from the doorway. In the evening she went to him after prayers. She was allowed an hour with him then.
The shooting had been a closed book between them. At first, when he began to recover, he tried to talk to her about it. But she refused to listen. She was very gentle with him, but very firm.
�I know how it happened, Max,� she said��about Joe�s mistake and all that. The rest can wait until you are much better.�
If there had been any change in her manner to him, he would not have submitted so easily, probably. But she was as tender as ever, unfailingly patient, prompt to come to him and slow to leave. After a time he began to dread reopening the subject. She seemed so effectually to have closed it. Carlotta was gone. And, after all, what good could he do his cause by pleading it? The fact was there, and Sidney knew it.
On the day when K. had told Max his reason for giving up his work, Max was allowed out of bed for the first time. It was a great day. A box of red roses came that day from the girl who had refused him a year or more ago. He viewed them with a carelessness that was half assumed.
The news had traveled to the Street that he was to get up that day. Early that morning the doorkeeper had opened the door to a gentleman who did not speak, but who handed in a bunch of early chrysanthemums and proceeded to write, on a pad he drew from his pocket:�
�From Mrs. McKee�s family and guests, with their congratulations on your recovery, and their hope that they will see you again soon. If their ends are clipped every day and they are placed in ammonia water, they will last indefinitely.� Sidney spent her hour with Max that evening as usual. His big chair had been drawn close to a window, and she found him there, looking out. She kissed him. But this time, instead of letting her draw away, he put out his arms and caught her to him.
�Are you glad?�
�Very glad, indeed,� she said soberly.
�Then smile at me. You don�t smile any more. You ought to smile; your mouth��
�I am almost always tired; that�s all, Max.�
She eyed him bravely.
�Aren�t you going to let me make love to you at all? You get away beyond my reach.�
�I was looking for the paper to read to you.�
A sudden suspicion flamed in his eyes.
�Sidney.�
�Yes, dear.�
�You don�t like me to touch you any more. Come here where I can see you.�
The fear of agitating him brought her quickly. For a moment he was appeased.
�That�s more like it. How lovely you are, Sidney!� He lifted first one hand and then the other to his lips. �Are you ever going to forgive me?�
�If you mean about Carlotta, I forgave that long ago.�
He was almost boyishly relieved. What a wonder she was! So lovely, and so sane. Many a woman would have held that over him for years�not that he had done anything really wrong on that nightmare excursion. But so many women are exigent about promises.
�When are you going to marry me?�
�We needn�t discuss that to-night, Max.�
�I want you so very much. I don�t want to wait, dear. Let me tell Ed that you will marry me soon. Then, when I go away, I�ll take you with me.�
�Can�t we talk things over when you are stronger?�
Her tone caught his attention, and turned him a little white. He faced her to the window, so that the light fell full on her.
�What things? What do you mean?�
He had forced her hand. She had meant to wait; but, with his keen eyes on her, she could not dissemble.
�I am going to make you very unhappy for a little while.�
�Well?�
�I�ve had a lot of time to think. If you had really wanted me, Max��
�My God, of course I want you!�
�It isn�t that I am angry. I am not even jealous. I was at first. It isn�t that. It�s hard to make you understand. I think you care for me��
�I love you! I swear I never loved any other woman as I love you.�
Suddenly he remembered that he had also sworn to put Carlotta out of his life. He knew that Sidney remembered, too; but she gave no sign.
�Perhaps that�s true. You might go on caring for me. Sometimes I think you would. But there would always be other women, Max. You�re like that. Perhaps you can�t help it.�
�If you loved me you could do anything with me.� He was half sullen.
By the way her color leaped, he knew he had struck fire. All his conjectures as to how Sidney would take the knowledge of his entanglement with Carlotta had been founded on one major premise�that she loved him. The mere suspicion made him gasp.
�But, good Heavens, Sidney, you do care for me, don�t you?�
�I�m afraid I don�t, Max; not enough.�
She tried to explain, rather pitifully. After one look at his face, she spoke to the window.
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