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      WHEN the door finally opened, there was vouchsafed to me a vision of my landlady, unnaturally tall, stout, and unpleasant. She filled the doorway and appeared to be occupying most of the passage that stretched away behind her. Her expression reminded me of Horatius at the bridge. I gazed at her admiringly.

      “Not in 'ere you don't come, Mr. 'Anmer,” said she. “Not in 'ere, sir. Sorry I am to take steps which is unpleasant, but when a gentleman don't pay 'is rent, and a poor woman as 'as 'er living to make gets a chance of lettin' to better advantage, what can be expected? An' them's your property, such as they are, Mr. 'Anmer, and good day to you!”

      She suddenly whipped from behind her bag which showed marks of hasty packing, thrust it into my hand, and closed the door in my face. I was turned out.

      I stood a full minute on the doorstep, Then, dragging the sack at my heels, I walked out of the four square yards of garden into the street. My late landlady and her daughter watched me from behind the blinds of the first floor.

      What to do with the bag? It was a cheap affair which had once, apparently, contained potatoes. It trailed dismally behind me, and people looked at it and then at me; and at last, having walked a hundred yards with the thing trailing, it dawned upon me that the situation was somewhat unusual. Only once in a century, perhaps, is a well-dressed man seen trailing a potato sack in the streets of London.

      All that I possessed in the world was in the bag and on me. I had a good suit of clothes, good boots, a smart necktie, and good linen. Although there was not even one penny in my pockets, I was as trim and well groomed as any man in London. In the sack was another suit, a little more linen, toilet requisites, a few books, some manuscripts, and two pairs of shoes.

      The bag began to bore me. I felt at last that it and I must part company; and, seeing a secondhand shop, I marched in and dropped it on the counter. A man behind the counter glanced at me and at the sack.

      I opened it, and fished out my books and manuscripts. These I placed aside; the rest of the contents I shook out on the counter.

      “How much?” I asked.

      The man pulled the things about and examined the texture of the cloth and the shape of the shoes.

      “Give yer eight bob for the lot,” he said.

      “Ten shillings,” I insisted.

      He hesitated for a moment; then he counted out the money. I placed it in my pocket and gathered up my books and papers.

      At a secondhand bookshop I sold the books for seven shillings and sixpence. The manuscripts I made up into a neat parcel and addressed it to myself, Meredith Cosmo Gordon Hanmer, at the Buckingham Palace Hotel. Thither I carried it, and there, presumably, it still awaits my coming.

      At last I was free—and I had seventeen shillings and threepence halfpenny.

      It was half an hour after midday. I strolled leisurely toward Frascati's. That had always been a favorite resort of mine ere evil days came, and I went back to it naturally. Moreover, by good luck, I found the table at which I always sat in the old days unoccupied. The place was full. People were eating, chatting, laughing.

      I had scarce eaten a mouthful when a girl, fair, stately, gracious, paused near me, looking about her in some apparent embarrassment. Then she caught sight of a vacant chair at my table. She was sitting opposite me before I realized that she had come.

      As soon as I saw her, I wanted to talk to her. There was rare sympathy in her face; common sense, too; and a suspicion of fun, of roguishness. She was a beautiful woman, rich in color, in shape, in femininity. As she dismissed the waiter, she raised her face and looked at me. I think we stared at each other for quite two seconds.

      I was profoundly interested in my table companion, and was secretly conscious of her every action as she ate. Her eyes were like lakes of unfathomable depth.

      At last I saw her hand steal around to her pocket. Then, with a sudden rising of color, she looked at me involuntarily.

      “Oh!” she breathed. “Somebody has stolen my purse!”

      “Madam,” I said, leaning forward, “you may have the loan of mine.”

      “I am obliged to you,” she replied. “I accept your offer—rather than suffer the indignity of telling the waiter what he might not choose to believe.”

      “Of two evils,” I said, “it is always well to avoid the greater.”

      “Then—your purse,” she said.

      “'Tis but poorly filled,” I confessed, passing it over.

      She took it in her ungloved hands, opened it, abstracted a half crown and a shilling, and returned it to me.

      “I owe you three shillings and sixpence,” she said. “Your address, please, so that I may return it to you.”

      I gave her my card. She called the waiter, paid him, and then began to draw on her gloves slowly. She stirred a little.

      “It seems a poor return for your kindness to say a mere 'good afternoon,'” she said in a low voice.

      “It is sufficient reward, madam, to have been permitted to serve you,” I responded.

      “I will send you three shillings and sixpence at once,” she said. “I—suppose I may shake hands with you?”

      But before she had stretched out her hand I stopped her.

      “Don't, please!” I protested. “I—look here, that's been a bit of pretty comedy; don't let's spoil it. You knew I was acting all the time.”

      “Ah!” she said, drawing a long breath. “Well? What else?”

      “Absolutely nothing else,” I replied. “Hadn't you better go?”

      She put her elbows on the table and looked at me until my eyes sought my plate.

      “I believe you are in trouble,” she said at last.

      “No,” I told her. “I assure you that I am brilliantly happy. Don't I look so?”

      “A woman,” she responded, “can see things. Ah, yes—I am quite sure of it! Please tell me.”

      I sat staring at her; and then something made me tell her everything. She said never a word. When I had told her all, she sat for some moments staring at me.

      “And so,” she said at last, “with seventeen shillings as your all, and no prospect of anything to come, you eat and drink expensive things, and offer your purse to persons who have lost their own!”

      “Does it make any difference? After all, I saved you the annoyance of having to tell the waiter that⁠—”

      “I had not forgotten,” she said. “And now—what comes now?”

      “Nothing but leave-taking,” I answered rising.

      “Sit down,” she said. I obeyed mechanically. “What do you intend to do when you walk out of this place?” she inquired.

      “I do not know,” I admitted.

      “Call the waiter and pay your bill,” she said. “Will you walk a little way with me? There is something I would like to say to you.”

      “All ways are his who has no way at all,” I said laughingly.

      She looked me up and down as we walked out together into the street.

      “You are strong?” she asked, after we had walked some way.

      “As a horse,” I made answer.

      “And you are not afraid⁠—”

      “Of anything.”

      She nodded her head. For a long while we walked on in silence. When she began to talk again, it was of things foreign to the recent situation. We had covered some distance when I suddenly paused and began to laugh at the curious incongruity of the situation.
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      My companion, too, paused, and her foot tapped impatiently upon the pavement.

      “Well, sir?” she began.

      “Forgive me,” I said earnestly. “I am afflicted with an unfortunate habit of laughing at anything which strikes me as curious or uncommon, and⁠—”

      “And you think all this curious, uncommon?” she interrupted.

      “Is it not?” I inquired.

      “In sober truth, it isn't,” she replied calmly. “I told you, I think, that I had something to say to you?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “It appears to me that the best place to say it will be within the shelter of four walls,” she answered. “One does not talk of secret matters in the public streets.”

      “This matter, then, is secret?” I asked.

      “It may be a matter of life and death.”

      “Ah!” I said.

      “My flat is within a few minutes' walk,” she told me. “I'll will give you coffee and cigarettes, and ask your advice.”

      We had reached the junction of the Edgware and Harrow Roads, and were turning in the direction of Paddington Green.

      “My advice and help are alike at your service,” I said as we walked across the green.

      “Here we are,” she exclaimed, pausing before a block of new apartments in St. Mary's Terrace.

      She touched a bell button, and the door was opened by a smartly dressed maid. My hostess swept in; I followed. We stood in a tiny hall, paneled in dull oak and lined with old armor. Through an open door I caught glimpses of a pretty drawing-room.

      From a great rug in one corner of the hall rose a borzoi hound, which came leisurely forward and pushed its muzzle into my hostess's hand. She turned to the maid, who stood waiting her mistress's pleasure.

      “Miss Smith is still out?” she inquired.

      “Yes, madam.”

      “Take her into the drawing-room when she returns. I shall be engaged for a little time. Mr. Hanmer, will you follow me?”

      She opened the door of a room on the left, and preceded me into it. The room was small—a library and study. The walls were lined with cabinets full of rare china and glass, and bookshelves packed with volumes. In the middle of the floor stood a substantial and businesslike-looking desk, covered with papers, reference books, and the paraphernalia of a person who has important affairs to transact. Somehow I identified it with my hostess.

      Standing near the desk, she pulled off her gloves, flung them aside, produced a key, unlocked a drawer, took out a small cash box, and laid three shillings and a sixpence before me.

      “We must square our accounts first, must we not?” she said gayly. Then her mood suddenly changed. “Oh, dear!” she went on, with a sigh. “I don't know if I am doing right—I really don't!”

      “I believe you wished for my advice,” I reminded her.

      “Mr. Hanmer,” she said, “I'm in a fix, and I don't know any one who can advise me properly. It struck me that you—how is it that one seems to recognize these things so quickly in some men?—that you can be trusted, and that you are a man of at least some resource.”

      “I am to be trusted,” I assured her. “If you feel disposed to tell me your difficulty, I will do what I can; but you forget that I do not even know your name.”

      “How foolish and forgetful I am!” she said with a sudden blush. “But surely you know me—surely you have seen me before?”

      “Indeed, no,” I replied.

      She lifted her hand and pointed to something behind me. I turned—on the mantelpiece rested two or three large photographs, studies of her: and at the foot of each ran the signature “Selma St. Clair.”

      “Surely you have seen me before?” she said.

      “Never,” I replied. 'I should not have forgotten.”

      She smiled and shook her head.

      “So much for fame, Mr. Hanmer! Ah, I was fool enough to imagine that all the world had seen and heard me at Covent Garden last summer⁠—”

      “Ah!” I said. “I understand. Last summer? I had not even half a crown to spare for the gallery. Yet—if I had known!”

      “Yes?” she said, with a question writ large in her eyes and her smile. “Yes?”

      “Had we not better talk about your difficulty, Miss St. Clair?” I asked.

      She laughed, and signed to me to sit down. Taking a seat near the desk, she touched an electric bell. The smart maid came, received an order for coffee, and retired noiselessly.

      “Mr. Hanmer,” my hostess said, “I believe you're the very man to help me out of my difficulty—that is, to help me, and—well, and some one else.”

      “The some one else,” I guessed, “is, of course, a woman?”

      “A woman?” she exclaimed. “Yes, of course. Somehow I formed a sort of notion, when we were at Frascati's, and you had told me of your present state, that you happen to be exactly the man of whose services I stand in need. You have a pleasant contempt for the buffetings of fortune, you can smile when your last shilling is reached. Am I right, Mr. Hanmer?”

      “A few shillings and the clothes I now wear are all that I possess in the world,” I made answer.

      “Not quite all,” she said, “for you possess youth and strength and some other qualities. I am sure you are the man to do what I want done. Do you feel inclined to play the part of a knight-errant, Mr. Hanmer?”

      “I could wish that it might be played in the garments of to-day,” I said.

      “I am serious,” said she. “I am puzzling you⁠—”

      The entrance of the maid, bearing coffee, interrupted her. The fragrance of the coffee and the aroma of a cigarette stole into my brain. After all, life was very pleasant. I prepared to fall away into a daydream; but my hostess's voice brought me back to plain prose.

      “And now I'll tell you all about it,” she was saying. “When I was sixteen years of age, my father, who until the time of his death last year was organist of St. Luke's in Soho, and a well known teacher of the piano, sent me to the conservatory at Leipzig, where I studied singing. There I made the acquaintance of a young lady of high rank. Our acquaintance developed into warm affection, and we became as devoted to each other as sisters. We were together at Leipzig for two years, and when we separated we kept up a regular correspondence. When I made my début as Marguérite she traveled hundreds of miles to be present. Once, when she was dangerously ill, I threw up an engagement in New York and hastened across the Atlantic to her bedside. You may judge, Mr. Hanmer, how fond we are of each other. Now my dearest friend is in sore trouble, and she has come to me for help. I am in trouble myself because of it, and I believe you can help me.”

      I shook my head.

      “Miss St. Clair,” I said hurriedly, “you're doing me a great honor in giving me your confidence like this, and I appreciate it fully; but do you remember what I told you? I'm a broken reed altogether. It's a fact that this silver in my pocket is all I have in the world, and⁠—”

      She interrupted me with a sudden burst of silvery laughter.

      “Oh!” she said. “One would think I was asking you for your last sixpence. Do hear me out!”

      “And there's another thing,” I went on. “I feel, Miss St. Clair, that I'm an absolute cad for having permitted you to tell me so much. Upon my word, I ought to be kicked out! Because you are kind enough to allow me to do you a trifling service, I presume upon your kindness so much as to let myself, a stranger⁠—”

      I had risen from my chair, and stood ready to go. She, too, had risen, and now stood at her desk.

      “Please remember that it has been entirely by my own wish that you are here, and that I have given you my confidence,” she said.

      But she was not to persuade me. I moved toward the door, and my fingers closed on the latch.

      “So you will not help me—because we are strangers?” she said.

      “Miss St. Clair,' I said, “I—” I stopped, miserably uncertain. “You ought to know who I am, you know,” I said.

      She burst into another peal of laughter. A smile of merriment brightened her face, and she suddenly rushed toward me, holding out her hands.

      “Are you sure I don't know you?” she said. “Oh, Cosmo, Cosmo, don't you know me? Have you forgotten the old days in Dublin, and all the sweets and toys you used to carry in your pockets for Nancy Flynn, when you came to tootle on the flute in Nancy's father's shabby little parlor? Cosmo!”

      All the mists of fifteen years rolled away, and I stood like a dumb man staring at Nancy Flynn, and wondering that I had not known her before.
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      As I stood there, holding Nancy Flynn's hands in mine, I lost all consciousness of the present, and even of Nancy herself, and my mind went back for fifteen years. I saw myself a subaltern in a regiment quartered in Dublin. I recalled a desire to learn the flute, and my first visit to Mr. Aloysius Flynn, in a small street near the Castle.

      Nancy was then a child of ten—all legs and wings, and very gawky and boisterous. I was eighteen, and she and I had soon become friends. Sometimes we used to slip out together into the streets and stare at the shops. Nancy would amuse me by her imitations, and I used to offer her some slight reward at the pastry cook's or the toy shop.

      I think we stood holding each other's hands for several minutes.

      “It is you, Nancy,” I said at last; “and you are just what I thought you would be—a very beautiful woman. I'm glad you were only ten years old when I last saw you!”

      “I knew you very quickly,” she said, still keeping her hands in mine. “You're not much altered, but I'm sure I must be, when I think of myself as a child, all eyes and hair and arms and legs. Heavens, how ugly I must have been in those days!”

      “You were rather ugly,” I said, laughing, “but you were full of promise, Nancy.”

      She laughed, drew her hands away from mine, went back to her desk, and unlocked a drawer. Her hand rummaged within it and brought out a small parcel folded in tissue-paper.

      “There!” she said, holding it toward me with an air of triumph. “Open it!”

      I unrolled the wrappings. At last there emerged a much battered doll, woebegone of countenance, with the remnants of a wig that had once been flaxen.

      “Yes,” I said. “I know you, Euphemia. I gave four and sixpence for you in Sackville Street.”

      The doll's owner wrapped it up again with tender hands.

      “I've kept Euphemia all these years,” she told me; “and I'm going to keep her. Sometimes I take her out and talk to her. There—see how safely I put her back into my specially locked drawer! And now—is my identity established?”

      “I never doubted it,” I replied.

      “Come, then,” she said, “do you refuse to help me now that you know that I know all about you?”

      She sat down, smiling at me, but I remained standing.

      “You don't know all about me,” I answered. 'I have seen and done a good deal during the past fifteen years.”

      She looked at me narrowly.

      “There is nothing like plain truth when one speaks to a friend,” I said. “Shall I tell you the truth, Nancy?”

      She bowed her head.

      “I was cashiered. Two causes, Nancy—one was drink, the other was gambling. That's three years ago. I'm cured of both—quite cured—but I'm done.”

      I watched her narrowly. Suddenly her face brightened all over, and she sprang up, laughing.

      “Then it's all right!” she said. “Who cares for the past? Not Nancy Flynn, at any rate, with all her memories of the shabby little parlor. Cosmo, you're not done! Why, there's everything to begin, and here's a ready made romance lying in wait for you. Sit down, take another cigarette, and listen to me.”

      I obeyed her.

      “I'll do anything I can, Nancy,” I promised. “Am I to call you Nancy or Miss St. Clair? And, by the bye, won't you tell me how Selma St. Clair has been evolved from Nancy Flynn?”

      “Oh, another time!” she said impatiently. “Don't you know that we have already wasted half an hour in chatter about ourselves, and that all the time the safety of my dear friend⁠—”

      “Ah, yes—the lady of high degree!”

      She sat up and looked at me with a flash of anger.

      “Cosmo, leave off that foolish habit of saying flippant things at serious times—for this is very serious.”

      I threw away my cigarette and stood up. I saw her watching me out of her eye corners as I faced her in an attitude of strict attention.

      “Now, then, Nancy,” I said, “what is it? Out with it!”

      “Well, you know,” she went on, “there may be all sorts of dreadful things in it—robbery, perhaps murder, and I'm perplexed. I told you that I had formed a great attachment for a young lady of high rank, a fellow student of mine at Leipzig. She is a princess of Amavia.”

      “Amavia? Oh, yes, I know,” I said. “Amavia—that's one of the very smallest of the old German states—an affair where the army consists of a field marshal, six generals, seven sergeants, and twelve men, and the reigning sovereign can encompass his dominions 'twixt sunrise and sunset on his own legs, isn't it?”

      “The Princess Amirel of Amavia,” she said; “and Amavia is not quite so insignificant.”

      “Amirel is a pretty name,” I replied, “and I gather that⁠—”

      “The princess is here,” she said, interrupting me.

      “Here! Where? In the house?”

      “She is out at present. She is staying with me under the name of Miss Smith.”

      “There is nothing like variety,” I remarked; “but the robbery and the murder—what of them? Are they mixed up with the princess's visit to you?”

      “Oh, it's all mixed up!” she replied. “Last night Amirel arrived here quite suddenly—without the least warning, you know—and threw herself upon my mercy. She had been obliged to leave the court of Amavia through the conduct of her brother, Prince Adalbert, the reigning sovereign, and she had come to me for advice and shelter.”

      “Shelter?”

      “Well, whatever you like to call it. You see, Amirel met a young Irish gentleman, Sir Desmond Adare, at Mentone last year, and he and she fell desperately in love. Amirel has vainly endeavored to obtain her brother's consent to the marriage; he flatly refused to
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