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A Note on the Author


Part the First

In London


Chapter I



The Mysterious Letter

About eleven o’clock on the night of the twenty-seventh day of May in the year of grace one thousand nine hundred and six, two very dear friends, one, Mr. John Aubrey Rivington, the other, Mr. Richard Grenville Wells, united again that afternoon after a separation of three years—necessitated by Mr. Wells’s absence, on foreign service, in the Pacific Ocean—came out of the Criterion Theater into Piccadilly Circus, and, after lighting cigarettes, strolled slowly away, arm in arm, in the direction of the Albany, where Mr. Rivington had recently begun to keep house after the fashion of wealthy young gentlemen who, for a time at least, are disposed to lead bachelor lives. It was a beautiful night, and there were many people about, and there were laughter and jest and the sounds of the voices of many nations in the air, together with much to notice and many scenes to see, which only Piccadilly Circus in the hours immediately preceding and immediately following midnight can show, and both Mr. Wells and Mr. Rivington were quite happy. Neither had the slightest notion—would not have believed an angel from heaven had he warned them of it—that their feet were on the threshold of a new experience, that within a few minutes they were about to hear the curtain rung up on a strange, a startling drama in which they themselves were destined to play no inconsiderable parts.

Let us look at these two young gentlemen as they pause in the full glare of a powerful lamp, waiting, as leisured folk will wait, for an opportunity of crossing Piccadilly without haste or trouble. Beyond the fact that each is youthful there is no similarity between them. Mr. Rivington is tall; Mr. Wells is—somewhat stumpy. Mr. Rivington is slender and willowy; Mr. Wells is stoutly built and looks as if nothing could break him. Indeed, the two, seen together, form a notable contrast. Mr. Rivington is one of those fortunate individuals upon whom Nature lavishes all that she can give, and lavishes it royally. He has a beautiful figure, a beautiful face, beautiful eyes, beautiful hair. The oval face, lighted by the deep dark eyes, in which there is something of sadness, or at least of pensiveness, causes even the ribald street boys to look at it a second time, and the flower girls to sigh involuntarily. If Mr. Rivington had had the chiseling of his own features he could not have chiseled them more perfectly, had he been as great a master as Praxiteles himself. If Mr. Rivington had had the coloring of himself he could not have colored himself more delightfully—the perfect olive of his complexion, the faint suspicion of pomegranate color breaking through it, the dark line of his level brows, the darker aureole of his blue-black hair on which there was a sheen like that on a raven’s wing—these things were the admiration of many. To see him as he stands now in the full light of the lamp, toying with his jeweled cane, smiling indulgently with those beautifully curved lips of his at some joke of his companion’s, is to see a young Greek god, ambrosial, gracious—clad, it is true, in the conventional garb which gentlemen wear of an evening in civilized lands—and yet godlike.

There is nothing of the Antinous in his friend, Mr. Richard Grenville Wells. Mr. Wells’s complexion is sandy and his homely face is liberally sown with freckles. His nose is a snub, and his mouth is much too wide. If he took off his hat you would see that his hair is decidedly carroty in hue. His eyes are small, and the eyebrows and eyelashes are of a pale straw color. All about his mouth, on either side, are innumerable little wrinkles and lines which seem to denote that Mr. Wells is fond of laughter. Indeed, as he stands by Mr. Rivington’s side at the edge of the curb, he is perpetually smiling or laughing. If you were close enough to hear it you would find that his tongue is as restless as his mobile mouth, and that everything he says is in the nature of a jest. For of late Mr. Wells’s shrewd eyes have been looking at vastly different things—on long vistas of solitude, on vast stretches of the things-which-never-seem-to-cease, and his ears have heard silences that you could lay hands on—and to him, philosophic in a dry-humored fashion, because of these influences, the kaleidoscope of London seems infinitely amusing.

These two young gentlemen, presently leaving Piccadilly and traversing the courtyard of the Albany, passed under the clock at its northern side and, following the covered way which leads to the Burlington Gardens end of that select preserve, turned into one of the entrances on the right-hand side. There Mr. Rivington producing a latchkey, they suddenly passed from bare walls and a rather bad light into a paradise of bachelor comfort. It was only necessary to give one glance at Mr. Rivington’s entrance hall to know that you were in the chambers of a person of taste. Here was no hat rack, umbrella stand, hall table, no worm-eaten fox’s mask or dilapidated stag’s head ornamenting walls covered with paper manufactured in imitation of stained oak—here, rather, were delicately tinted walls whereon were charmingly framed old prints, delicate china, a case or two of rare glass, a hanging lamp which had illumined some Florentine chamber in long-dead days—here was the scent of flowers mingling with the indescribable atmosphere of warmth, luxury, wealth. Mr. Wells sniffed at this combination of aromas and compared it with the scent of the sea.

As Mr. Rivington and his guest walked into this refined and artistic entrance hall by one door there came into it by another a person whose face, figure, and general air proclaimed him that most wonderful product of these later ages—the perfect manservant. He was a man of presumably forty years of age, of medium height, slim and wiry, adroit and subtle in his movements, the sort of man who never seems to be looking at anything but who sees everything; who never seems to be engaged but is always busy. Everything about him, the neatness and correctness of his attire, the scrupulous cleanliness of his soft white hands, the mathematical accuracy of the almost imperceptible triangle of whisker on each cheek, denoted care and attention to detail; the softness of his footfall on the thick carpet promised well for the nerves of whoever might be fortunate enough to employ him.

“Any letters, Etheredge?” inquired Rivington, as the man took his master’s cloak and Wells’s overcoat.

“None, sir, with the exception of those to which I drew your attention this evening,” replied Etheredge, in a soft, even voice.

“Oh, to be sure. Well, now, it’s getting late and I don’t think we shall want you any more. I suppose everything is all right in Mr. Wells’s room?”

“Everything is perfectly in order in Mr. Wells’s room, sir.”

“All right, good-night, Etheredge.”

“Good-night, sir.”

The man, carrying the coats, hats, and sticks, disappeared through the door from whence he had emerged—Rivington and Wells passed through an open doorway on the right of the hall.

“Invaluable chap, Etheredge,” said Rivington carelessly, as they entered a brilliantly lighted room. “If doing whatever you can do really well is a mark of greatness, Etheredge is a great man. Now, Dickie, my dear, dear boy, here we are at home, and we’ll have a good talk. But first just let me glance through these letters—look here, get yourself a drink and find a cigar, there’s everything there, Etheredge always sees to that.”

“All right, Jack,” said Wells. “Read your letters.”

He went over to a side table whereon the capable Etheredge had set out such small creature comforts as young men who have already dined very well earlier in the evening are in need of somewhere about midnight, sandwiches of various sorts, whisky, mineral waters, cigars, cigarettes. He selected a cigar, mixed himself a peg of whisky and soda, and stared around him as he raised the glass to his lips. He was contrasting his ship’s quarters with his friend Rivington’s rooms. If the entrance hall without had been an approach to paradise, the room in which he stood was paradise itself. Here were the things that most appealed to Rivington, as Wells knew—rare prints, rare china, rare glass, rare books, all things delicate, beautiful, instinct with art. The room breathed art. There was not an object in it that did not represent some triumph of the artistic mind, not even a chair that was not without some peculiar beauty of its own. But to Wells, who knew next to nothing about either pictures or books, the objects which most appealed were two Japanese spaniels lazily reclining in a square basket in the center of the hearth, their green jade eyes blinking at the soft flames.

Holding his glass in his hand Wells began to examine some prints on the wall behind the little supper table. He was wondering vaguely how fellows like Rivington managed to spot the beauties of these things, how they—

“My God!”

He turned sharply. Rivington, who had been standing at an escritoire, turning over some letters, was now turned from it as if some sudden shock had spun him round. He grasped a sheet of notepaper in one hand; the other hand was running its long fingers through his hair. He looked the incarnation of astonishment, of perplexity, almost of horror.

Wells crossed the room at two strides.

“What’s the matter, Jack?” he said sharply, laying his hand on his friend’s arm.

Rivington shook the hand off. He stared wildly about him.

“No—wait—wait!” he said. “I’ll—Etheredge—Etheredge!”

He struck a bell twice as he shouted the man’s name. Before its silvery sound had died the servant was in the room, cool, self-possessed.

“You rang, sir?”

“Etheredge!—you see this letter—look, it was posted in the West Central District this morning—look at the office mark—before eleven o’clock. When did it come? How is it I have only just received it?”

The man looked at the envelope which Rivington held out to him. He handed it back politely.

“Yes, sir—that letter was delivered here at two o’clock this afternoon,” he said quietly. “You will remember, sir, that you lunched out, and that when you returned you had very little time to get down to Victoria in time to meet Mr. Wells. I drew your attention to the letters then, sir, and you replied that you would read them after. Later, following Mr. Wells’s arrival, you and Mr. Wells, sir, went out, and when you came in again you were pressed for time in dressing for dinner. I again reminded you of the letters, and you replied that you would attend to them to-night. I did not know the handwriting on that letter, sir,” concluded Etheredge, with almost imperceptible significance, “or I should have drawn your particular attention to it.”

Rivington uttered an exclamation of chagrin.

“Quite right, Etheredge, quite right! My fault entirely—entirely! Thank you, Etheredge. I say, Etheredge, though, I wish you would not go to bed just yet—it’s more than likely that I may want you.”

“Very good, sir.”

The man went out of the room as quietly and unobtrusively as he had entered it. A deep silence followed his going, broken at last by one of the Japanese spaniels, which rose, stretched itself, and uttered a little cry of sleepiness ere it settled down again. Wells waited, watching.

“Look here, Dogger!”

Wells knew that something big was coming. In the old school days he, from a certain bull-dog-like pertinacity, had always been known as Dogger Wells; just as Rivington, because he was always painting—himself much more than his canvases—was popularly styled “Daubs.” Rivington, in this moment of evident trouble, had gone straight back to the old sobriquet. Wells argued from that that the trouble must be serious. He followed the unconscious lead.

“All right, Daubs, old boy—out with it,” he said.

Rivington tapped the letter which he still grasped.

“Dogger, I’m in a hole! Look here—I must tell you—there’s no one else—at least, no man. Listen carefully—sometimes during the past year or so I have gone to a sort of salon, a reception you know, at Madame de Marlé’s, a very accomplished Frenchwoman, who likes to get round her clever young people, artists of all sorts—authors, musicians, painters—you know. There, some months since, I met a girl—Yvette de St. Evreux.”

Rivington paused and drew his finger slowly across the line of his lips.

“Go on, Daubs,” said Wells.

“I—well—I fell in love with her. Never mind how or why—I am in love with her. I want to make her my wife—will, must make her my wife! I found out that she was a governess in some City man’s family in Regent’s Park—and once or twice I have met her alone. To-morrow I was going to meet her again and ask her to marry me. I meant you to be best man, Dogger, for I swear she loves me! And to-night comes this note from her. Listen:

“‘I am obliged to leave England at once, never to return. Since we shall most probably—no, certainly—never meet again, I wish to tell you that while life lasts in me I shall never cease to think of you and to pray for your happiness and your prosperity. Since it must be so—good-bye.

“‘YVETTE.’

“Do you hear, Dogger? ‘Never to return’—‘never meet again’! What does it—”

The sharp ringing of a bell in the entrance hall interrupted Rivington’s eager inquiry. The bell rang again and yet again. Then they heard the outer door open and Etheredge’s voice mingling with first one then two strange voices in seeming altercation.

Rivington, still grasping the letter, strode toward the door. Before he had taken two steps across the room the door was flung open from without.
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