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    A study of will tested by desire, The Tempting of Tavernake follows a resolute young man whose hard-edged self-control collides with the glittering, perilous invitations of wealth, romance, and social ascent, forcing him to decide whether integrity can survive the seductions of a modern city and the needs of those who ask for help when help is never simple.

E. Phillips Oppenheim, a prolific British writer of early twentieth-century popular fiction, situates this novel within an urban English milieu, notably in and around London, where commerce and society constantly intersect. First appearing in the early 1910s, the book blends romantic suspense with social intrigue rather than outright espionage. It occupies that pre–First World War moment when metropolitan ambition and shifting class boundaries were reshaping personal lives. Readers can expect a swiftly paced narrative grounded in recognizable streets, offices, and drawing rooms, where fortunes and reputations hinge on an instinct for opportunity—and on the cost of seizing it.

The premise is deliberately intimate: a diligent young man in the property business, precise in habits and wary of sentiment, encounters a woman in distress and offers practical aid. That single decision draws him beyond ledgers and building plots into a world where appearances travel faster than truth. He is neither a detective nor a born adventurer; he is a worker with a plan. Yet his competence becomes a passport into circles whose charm conceals competing agendas. The novel charts how responsibility, once accepted, widens into commitment, and how commitment tests the boundaries between prudence, compassion, and personal ambition.

Oppenheim’s voice is brisk and urbane, favoring clear scenes, taut dialogue, and a steady third-person gaze that keeps moral stakes in view without forfeiting momentum. The mood is one of escalating tension rather than relentless peril, with suspense emerging from conversation, coincidence, and the delicate arithmetic of favors owed and favors granted. Urban spaces—streets after dark, rented rooms, offices humming with speculation—shape character as much as they reflect it. The result is a narrative that feels practical and psychological at once: interiors carry secrets, but so do contracts, bank balances, and the quiet calculations of ordinary people.

Temptation is the governing theme, but it operates on several registers: emotional attraction, social prestige, and the lure of easy money that accompanies property and investment. The book asks what steadfastness looks like when principles meet hunger—hunger for recognition, belonging, or simple security. It probes class mobility and the performance of respectability, showing how manners and dress can function as currency. It also attends to the ethics of assistance: when does helping someone become interference, and when does restraint become abandonment? At heart, it is an argument about self-mastery, and about the price of treating life as a balance sheet.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s questions feel uncannily timely. The hustle of city life, the volatility of markets, and the social theater of networking echo present-day anxieties about career, reputation, and the porous line between private and public selves. Its focus on boundaries—financial, emotional, and moral—speaks to ongoing debates about consent, obligation, and power in relationships. Without sensationalism, it demonstrates how a seemingly modest decision can place one at the crossroads of competing loyalties. The book offers the pleasures of classic storytelling while inviting reflection on ambition’s ethics and on the responsibilities that accompany competence.

Approached as character-driven suspense, The Tempting of Tavernake rewards readers who enjoy the slow burn of motive revealed through action rather than confession. Expect crisp pacing, a steady accumulation of pressure, and set pieces that pivot on social nuance rather than spectacle. Oppenheim’s prose privileges clarity over ornament, making the book approachable while preserving a faintly austere atmosphere that mirrors its protagonist’s temperament. As an example of early twentieth-century popular fiction, it illustrates the author’s recurring interest in how ordinary talents can mislead or redeem, and how a city magnifies every choice until it becomes, in hindsight, a turning point.
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    Leonard Tavernake begins as a young London real estate clerk with a meticulous mind and a fierce belief in steady advancement. He studies streets and skylines, calculating where growth will come and how to use it. Frugal and self-contained, he lives in modest lodgings, indifferent to diversions that might complicate his plans. His ambitions are practical rather than grand, built on careful observation and tireless work. This ordered life defines him until a late-night encounter breaks his routine. On the roof of his boardinghouse, he notices two women in distress, an incident that draws him from clear-cut valuations into human uncertainty.

The meeting introduces Beatrice, quiet and plainly dressed, and her striking sister, Elizabeth, whose poise suggests hidden resources and troubles. Tavernake’s instinct is to assist: he guides Beatrice to safety and stability, arranging necessities and offering small, concrete help. The sisters’ circumstances are obscure, their connection marked by tension. Elizabeth, also known as Mrs. Wenham Gardner, moves with a confidence that both attracts and unsettles. The contrast between them fascinates Tavernake, who is unused to ambiguity. This chance connection expands his world from plots and leases to intertwined lives, where motives cannot be measured and decisions carry consequences beyond financial risk.

As Tavernake learns more, Beatrice’s plight emerges: she seeks independence from influences she cannot easily name, while remaining bound by family ties. Elizabeth’s presence hints at social circles and obligations beyond the ordinary, with a missing or elusive husband casting a long shadow. An American named Pritchard appears, watching the Gardners with a professional patience that suggests pursuit rather than friendship. Tavernake’s involvement deepens through simple acts—finding rooms, offering introductions, protecting confidences. His practical habits apply awkwardly to people, yet his steadiness proves valuable. The sisters’ story, still unspoken in full, begins to alter his course as surely as any new development scheme.

At work, Tavernake’s instincts for land values sharpen into bold proposals. He clashes with superiors who prefer caution, and the disagreement pushes him toward independence. He stakes savings and reputation on neglected tracts whose potential he has mapped from rooftop vigils and long walks. The gamble is not reckless; it is the culmination of his method. As deals coalesce, his circumstances change: prospects brighten, responsibilities widen, and his time is no longer wholly his own. Success brings notice, including renewed attention from Elizabeth, whose needs and charms appear just when Tavernake’s leverage grows. The line between personal aid and business risk begins to blur.

Elizabeth seeks Tavernake’s assistance with persuasive urgency—household arrangements, introductions, and discreet financial help to bridge awkward intervals. She tells a story of mischance and misunderstanding that invites sympathy while avoiding specifics. Beatrice, more forthright, warns him against entanglement without accusations she cannot fully substantiate. Pritchard, patient and watchful, drops hints about the Gardner name and its associations, urging caution without revealing his hand. Tavernake, unused to competing testimonies, weighs each account. He attends dinners, navigates tense visits, and begins to understand how charm can mask necessity. His role shifts from casual helper to central figure, with decisions that could alter several destinies.

Pressures mount around the Gardners. Creditors circle, rumors gather, and contradictory statements multiply. Tavernake’s ventures gain value, increasing his capacity to influence outcomes even as they attract attention he did not seek. Documents appear that sharpen questions rather than answer them. Elizabeth alternates between confidence and appeal, asking for compromises that seem small individually but substantial in sum. Beatrice tries to keep her distance while ensuring no harm comes to anyone involved. Pritchard’s presence tightens the atmosphere; his inquiries suggest that official interests now shadow personal ones. Tavernake faces the cumulative effect of incremental choices, each bearing on his repute, fortune, and peace of mind.

A series of encounters brings hidden tensions to the surface. Tavernake’s colleagues and acquaintances question his judgment, while the sisters’ past emerges in partial, conflicting outlines. Beatrice seeks work that offers dignity and separation, testing her resolve against economic necessity. Elizabeth orchestrates meetings in quiet restaurants and private rooms, where explanations arrive just late or just early enough to preserve doubt. Travel to inconspicuous places, hurried messages, and postponed clarifications keep events in motion. Tavernake, who once judged only acreage and frontage, now measures trust and motive. The choices before him involve not simply money or loyalty, but the direction of his entire life.

Information hardens into revelation about Elizabeth’s marriage and the activities surrounding the Gardner name. Tavernake must decide whether to commit resources, provide cover, or withdraw altogether. Pritchard presses for cooperation that would clarify matters officially, promising protection but demanding candor. Elizabeth offers a rival path: discretion, swift action, and a resolution managed privately. The stakes are now personal as well as financial. Tavernake recognizes that his prosperity gives him power, and that its use will define him. Friendship, gratitude, and attraction contend with prudence and principle. The moment of temptation arrives, framed as practical necessity but weighted with moral meaning.

The conclusion turns on decisive steps that resolve the crisis surrounding the Gardners and confirm the trajectory of Tavernake’s business and relationships. Without detailing final revelations, the outcome assigns consequences to misrepresentation and steadies futures built on honest labor. Tavernake’s qualities—persistence, clarity, and restraint—prove effective when directed toward people as thoughtfully as toward property. The novel’s central message underscores the tension between allure and integrity: opportunities that promise advancement test character as surely as setbacks. By following Tavernake from rooftops to drawing rooms and back to the marketplace, the story traces how a practical man learns to align enterprise with conscience.
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    Set in the late Edwardian period, The Tempting of Tavernake unfolds primarily in London around the years just before its 1911 publication. The novel’s geography ranges from West End restaurants and theatrical districts to lodging houses and the speculative fringes of a rapidly expanding metropolis. It captures the proximity of the City’s financial precincts to entertainment venues and fashionable hotels, where classes and nationalities mingled. London’s growth, new underground railways, and the ethos of self-made ambition create a context in which a land agent’s clerk can dream of wealth while encountering social worlds—from music-hall performers to American financiers—that expose the city’s volatile moral and economic climate.

A decisive historical backdrop is London’s urban expansion, powered by transport innovations. The Central London Railway opened in 1900 and the Piccadilly Tube in 1906; the Charing Cross, Euston & Hampstead Railway reached Golders Green in 1907, spurring new suburbs and land speculation. Hampstead Garden Suburb, founded in 1906 by Henrietta Barnett, embodied reformist planning ideals amid commercial development in places like Ealing and Hendon. Speculative building booms, synchronized with railway extension, created fortunes and failures. The novel’s focus on a land agent’s calculations and opportunism reflects this environment, dramatizing the period when maps, timetables, and capital flows determined social destinies across London’s swelling outskirts.

Equally formative was the culture of financial promotion and scandal that characterized the City of London at the turn of the twentieth century. The spectacular collapse of Whitaker Wright’s London and Globe Finance Corporation culminated in his 1904 conviction for fraud and dramatic cyanide suicide at the Royal Courts of Justice, searing into public memory the dangers of mining-share promotions and opaque corporate webs. Earlier speculative frenzies in overseas ventures—from South African mines in the 1890s to North American mineral claims—had accustomed investors to high-risk prospectuses. In response, the Companies Act 1900 imposed stricter disclosure on promoters and directors, and the Companies (Consolidation) Act 1908 gathered and clarified company law, signaling official unease with the freewheeling markets that had lured small and large investors alike. Bucket shops and share-pushers exploited gaps in regulation; city gossip, gentlemen’s clubs, and hotel lounges served as informal exchanges where rumor and reputation often substituted for audited facts. Oppenheim, who had commercial experience before becoming a full-time writer, brought an insider’s ear for the manners and temptations of this milieu: confident Americans, smooth-tongued cosmopolitans, and the credulous or ambitious clerk formed the human circuitry of late-Edwardian speculation. In the novel, the seductive aura of quick capital—mines, concessions, and paper wealth—tempts a practical, socially marginal man to overreach, echoing public anxieties stoked by real scandals. The book’s American adventurers and the pursuit by a dogged investigator mirror the era’s transatlantic promotions culture, where jurisdictional boundaries were porous, reputations could be exported, and the promise of extraordinary returns traveled as quickly as a Cunard timetable.

The Panic of 1907 in the United States, triggered by the failure of the Knickerbocker Trust in October, rippled through London via gold flows and confidence shocks. J. P. Morgan’s orchestration of rescues stabilized New York, while the Bank of England adjusted rates to manage strain in sterling markets. The crisis exposed the fragility of trust in international finance and led, ultimately, to the U.S. Federal Reserve Act (1913). The novel’s depiction of American financiers operating in London, and of cross-border schemes pursued and policed on both sides of the Atlantic, reflects the entwined capital markets and the era’s heightened sensitivity to financial contagion.

Women’s changing public roles form a pertinent social context. The Women’s Social and Political Union (founded 1903) escalated militant suffrage tactics by 1908; the confrontation known as Black Friday (18 November 1910) dramatized the conflict between protesters and police. Meanwhile, the West End’s theatres and music halls provided precarious, often stigmatized employment for women. The book’s vulnerable yet resourceful stage-connected heroine and the predatory uses of glamour align with these realities: women could access public spaces and networks but remained exposed to exploitation and scandal. The tension between propriety and independence—central to suffrage debates—permeates the novel’s portrayal of respectability, risk, and reputation.

New patterns of policing and international pursuit undergird the narrative’s investigative thread. Britain’s Secret Service Bureau (1909), the precursor of MI5 and MI6, institutionalized prewar intelligence amid espionage scares, while the Metropolitan Police’s Criminal Investigation Department expanded professional detection. In the United States, the Bureau of Investigation was established in 1908, complementing the older U.S. Secret Service. Anglo-American extradition arrangements—enhanced by supplementary treaties in 1892 and 1900—facilitated cross-border pursuit of fraudsters. The novel’s American detective figure and the tracking of confidence men across hotels, liners, and clubs exemplify this early twentieth-century move toward coordinated, professional transatlantic law enforcement.

Domestic politics sharpened social fault lines. The Liberal government’s reforms—Old Age Pensions (1908) and the National Insurance Act (1911)—challenged laissez-faire norms, while the People’s Budget (1909) sought land taxes and higher rates on wealth. The House of Lords’ rejection precipitated the constitutional crisis resolved by the Parliament Act (1911), curbing the Lords’ veto. These debates, centered on property, unearned increment, and social obligation, resonate with a plot pivoting on land values and sudden fortunes. The figure of the upward-striving clerk sits squarely in this moment: new state protections coexisted with volatile markets, making moral choices about wealth and responsibility both urgent and ambiguous.

As social and political critique, the book indicts the glamour of speculative capitalism and the porous boundary between legitimate enterprise and fraud that marked the Edwardian economy. It exposes how class aspiration, clubland respectability, and transatlantic polish can launder predation, while leaving precarious women and marginal clerks to absorb the risks. By staging temptation amid restaurants, hotels, and building plots, it questions the ethical foundations of a society enthralled by paper wealth and metropolitan growth. The presence of investigators signals a nascent demand for accountability, yet the novel’s moral economy suggests that law lags behind guile, and that the costs of modernity fall unevenly across class and gender.
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They stood upon the roof of a London boarding-house in the neighborhood of Russell Square[1]—one of those grim shelters, the refuge of Transatlantic curiosity and British penury. The girl—she represented the former race was leaning against the frail palisading, with gloomy expression and eyes set as though in fixed contemplation of the uninspiring panorama. The young man—unmistakably, uncompromisingly English—stood with his back to the chimney a few feet away, watching his companion. The silence between them was as yet unbroken, had lasted, indeed, since she had stolen away from the shabby drawing-room below, where a florid lady with a raucous voice had been shouting a music-hall ditty[2]. Close upon her heels, but without speech of any sort, he had followed. They were almost strangers, except for the occasional word or two of greeting which the etiquette of the establishment demanded. Yet she had accepted his espionage without any protest of word or look. He had followed her with a very definite object. Had she surmised it, he wondered? She had not turned her head or vouchsafed even a single question or remark to him since he had pushed his way through the trap-door almost at her heels and stepped out on to the leads. Yet it seemed to him that she must guess.

Below them, what seemed to be the phantasm of a painted city, a wilderness of housetops, of smoke-wreathed spires and chimneys, stretched away to a murky, blood-red horizon. Even as they stood there, a deeper color stained the sky, an angry sun began to sink into the piled up masses of thick, vaporous clouds[3]. The girl watched with an air of sullen yet absorbed interest. Her companion's eyes were still fixed wholly and critically upon her. Who was she, he wondered? Why had she left her own country to come to a city where she seemed to have no friends, no manner of interest? In that caravansary of the world's stricken ones she had been an almost unnoticed figure, silent, indisposed for conversation, not in any obvious manner attractive. Her clothes, notwithstanding their air of having come from a first-class dressmaker, were shabby and out of fashion, their extreme neatness in itself pathetic. She was thin, yet not without a certain buoyant lightness of movement always at variance with her tired eyes, her ceaseless air of dejection. And withal she was a rebel. It was written in her attitude, it was evident in her lowering, militant expression, the smouldering fire in her eyes proclaimed it. Her long, rather narrow face was gripped between her hands; her elbows rested upon the brick parapet. She gazed at that world of blood-red mists, of unshapely, grotesque buildings, of strange, tawdry colors; she listened to the medley of sounds—crude, shrill, insistent, something like the groaning of a world stripped naked—and she had all the time the air of one who hates the thing she looks upon.

Tavernake, whose curiosity concerning his companion remained unappeased, decided that the moment for speech had arrived. He took a step forward upon the soft, pulpy leads. Even then he hesitated before he finally committed himself. About his appearance little was remarkable save the general air of determination which gave character to his undistinguished features. He was something above the medium height, broad-set, and with rather more thick black hair than he knew how to arrange advantageously. He wore a shirt which was somewhat frayed, and an indifferent tie; his boots were heavy and clumsy; he wore also a suit of ready-made clothes with the air of one who knew that they were ready-made and was satisfied with them. People of a nervous or sensitive disposition would, without doubt, have found him irritating but for a certain nameless gift—an almost Napoleonic concentration upon the things of the passing moment, which was in itself impressive and which somehow disarmed criticism.

“About that bracelet!” he said at last.

She moved her head and looked at him. A young man of less assurance would have turned and fled. Not so Tavernake. Once sure of his ground he was immovable. There was murder in her eyes but he was not even disturbed.

“I saw you take it from the little table by the piano, you know,” he continued. “It was rather a rash thing to do. Mrs. Fitzgerald was looking for it before I reached the stairs. I expect she has called the police in by now.”

Slowly her hand stole into the depths of her pocket and emerged. Something flashed for a moment high over her head. The young man caught her wrist just in time, caught it in a veritable grip of iron. Then, indeed, the evil fires flashed from her eyes, her teeth gleamed white, her bosom rose and fell in a storm of angry, unuttered sobs. She was dry-eyed and still speechless, but for all that she was a tigress. A strangely-cut silhouette they formed there upon the housetops, with a background of empty sky, their feet sinking in the warm leads.

“I think I had better take it,” he said. “Let go.”

Her fingers yielded the bracelet—a tawdry, ill-designed affair of rubies and diamonds. He looked at it disapprovingly.

“That's an ugly thing to go to prison for,” he remarked, slipping it into his pocket. “It was a stupid thing to do, anyhow, you know. You couldn't have got away with it—unless,” he added, looking over the parapet as though struck with a sudden idea, “unless you had a confederate[4] below.”

He heard the rush of her skirts and he was only just in time. Nothing, in fact, but a considerable amount of presence of mind and the full exercise of a strength which was continually providing surprises for his acquaintances, was sufficient to save her. Their struggles upon the very edge of the roof dislodged a brick from the palisading, which went hurtling down into the street. They both paused to watch it, his arms still gripping her and one foot pressed against an iron rod. It was immediately after they had seen it pitch harmlessly into the road that a new sensation came to this phlegmatic young man. For the first time in his life, he realized that it was possible to feel a certain pleasurable emotion in the close grasp of a being of the opposite sex. Consequently, although she had now ceased to struggle, he kept his arms locked around her, looking into her face with an interest intense enough, but more analytical than emotional, as though seeking to discover the meaning of this curious throbbing of his pulses. She herself, as though exhausted, remained quite passive, shivering a little in his grasp and breathing like a hunted animal whose last hour has come. Their eyes met; then she tore herself away.

“You are a hateful person,” she said deliberately, “a hateful, interfering person. I detest you.”

“I think that we will go down now,” he replied.

He raised the trap-door and glanced at her significantly. She held her skirts closely together and passed through it without looking at him. She stepped lightly down the ladder and without hesitation descended also a flight of uncarpeted attic stairs. Here, however, upon the landing, she awaited him with obvious reluctance.

“Are you going to send for the police?” she asked without looking at him.

“No,” he answered.

“Why not?”

“If I had meant to give you away I should have told Mrs. Fitzgerald at once that I had seen you take her bracelet, instead of following you out on to the roof.”

“Do you mind telling me what you do propose to do, then?” she continued still without looking at him, still without the slightest note of appeal in her tone.

He withdrew the bracelet from his pocket and balanced it upon his finger.

“I am going to say that I took it for a joke,” he declared.

She hesitated.

“Mrs. Fitzgerald's sense of humor is not elastic,” she warned him.

“She will be very angry, of course,” he assented, “but she will not believe that I meant to steal it.”

The girl moved slowly a few steps away.

“I suppose that I ought to thank you,” she said, still with averted face and sullen manner. “You have really been very decent. I am much obliged.”

“Are you not coming down?” he asked.

“Not at present,” she answered. “I am going to my room.”

He looked around the landing on which they stood, at the miserable, uncarpeted floor, the ill-painted doors on which the long-forgotten varnish stood out in blisters, the jumble of dilapidated hot-water cans, a mop, and a medley of brooms and rags all thrown down together in a corner.

“But these are the servants' quarters, surely,” he remarked.

“They are good enough for me; my room is here,” she told him, turning the handle of one of the doors and disappearing. The prompt turning of the key sounded, he thought, a little ungracious.

With the bracelet in his hand, Tavernake descended three more flights of stairs and entered the drawing-room of the private hotel conducted by Mrs. Raithby Lawrence, whose husband, one learned from her frequent reiteration of the fact, had once occupied a distinguished post in the Merchant Service of his country. The disturbance following upon the disappearance of the bracelet was evidently at its height. There were at least a dozen people in the room, most of whom were standing up. The central figure of them all was Mrs. Fitzgerald, large and florid, whose yellow hair with its varied shades frankly admitted its indebtedness to peroxide; a lady of the dashing type, who had once made her mark in the music-halls, but was now happily married to a commercial traveler who was seldom visible. Mrs. Fitzgerald was talking.

“In respectable boarding-houses, Mrs. Lawrence,” she declared with great emphasis, “thefts may sometimes take place, I will admit, in the servants' quarters, and with all their temptations, poor things, it's not so much to be wondered at. But no such thing as this has ever happened to me before—to have jewelry taken almost from my person in the drawing-room of what should be a well-conducted establishment. Not a servant in the room, remember, from the moment I took it off until I got up from the piano and found it missing. It's your guests you've got to look after, Mrs. Lawrence, sorry to say it though I am.”

Mrs. Lawrence managed here, through sheer loss of breath on the part of her assailant, to interpose a tearful protest.

“I am quite sure,” she protested feebly, “that there is not a person in this house who would dream of stealing anything, however valuable it was. I am most particular always about references.”

“Valuable, indeed!” Mrs. Fitzgerald continued with increased volubility. “I'd have you understand that I am not one of those who wear trumpery jewelry. Thirty-five guineas that bracelet cost me if it cost a penny, and if my husband were only at home I could show you the receipt.”

Then there came an interruption of almost tragical interest. Mrs. Fitzgerald, her mouth still open, her stream of eloquence suddenly arrested, stood with her artificially darkened eyes riveted upon the stolid, self-composed figure in the doorway. Every one else was gazing in the same direction. Tavernake was holding the bracelet in the palm of his hand.

“Thirty-five guineas!” he repeated. “If I had known that it was worth as much as that, I do not think that I should have dared to touch it.”

“You—you took it!” Mrs. Fitzgerald gasped.

“I am afraid,” he admitted, “that it was rather a clumsy joke. I apologize, Mrs. Fitzgerald. I hope you did not really imagine that it had been stolen.”

One was conscious of the little thrill of emotion which marked the termination of the episode. Most of the people not directly concerned were disappointed; they were being robbed of their excitement, their hopes of a tragical denouement were frustrated. Mrs. Lawrence's worn face plainly showed her relief. The lady with the yellow hair, on the other hand, who had now succeeded in working herself up into a towering rage, snatched the bracelet from the young man's fingers and with a purple flush in her cheeks was obviously struggling with an intense desire to box his ears.

“That's not good enough for a tale!” she exclaimed harshly. “I tell you I don't believe a word of it. Took it for a joke, indeed! I only wish my husband were here; he'd know what to do.”

“Your husband couldn't do much more than get your bracelet back, ma'am,” Mrs. Lawrence replied with acerbity. “Such a fuss and calling every one thieves, too! I'd be ashamed to be so suspicious.”

Mrs. Fitzgerald glared haughtily at her hostess.

“It's all very well for those that don't possess any jewelry and don't know the value of it, to talk,” she declared, with her eyes fixed upon a black jet ornament which hung from the other woman's neck. “What I say is this, and you may just as well hear it from me now as later. I don't believe this cock-and-bull story of Mr. Tavernake's. Them as took my bracelet from that table meant keeping it, only they hadn't the courage. And I'm not referring to you, Mr. Tavernake,” the lady continued vigorously, “because I don't believe you took it, for all your talk about a joke. And whom you may be shielding it wouldn't take me two guesses to name, and your motive must be clear to every one. The common hussy!”

“You are exciting yourself unnecessarily, Mrs. Fitzgerald,” Tavernake remarked. “Let me assure you that it was I who took your bracelet from that table.”

Mrs. Fitzgerald regarded him scornfully.

“Do you expect me to believe a tale like that?” she demanded.

“Why not?” Tavernake replied. “It is the truth. I am sorry that you have been so upset—”

“It is not the truth!”

More sensation! Another unexpected entrance! Once more interest in the affair was revived. After all, the lookers-on felt that they were not to be robbed of their tragedy. An old lady with yellow cheeks and jet black eyes leaned forward with her hand to her ear, anxious not to miss a syllable of what was coming. Tavernake bit his lip; it was the girl from the roof who had entered the room.

“I have no doubt,” she continued in a cool, clear tone, “that Mrs. Fitzgerald's first guess would have been correct. I took the bracelet. I did not take it for a joke, I did not take it because I admire it—I think it is hideously ugly. I took it because I had no money.”

She paused and looked around at them all, quietly, yet with something in her face from which they all shrank. She stood where the light fell full upon her shabby black gown and dejected-looking hat. The hollows in her pale cheeks, and the faint rims under her eyes, were clearly manifest; but notwithstanding her fragile appearance, she held herself with composure and even dignity. Twenty—thirty seconds must have passed whilst she stood there, slowly finishing the buttoning of her gloves. No one attempted to break the silence. She dominated them all—they felt that she had something more to say. Even Mrs. Fitzgerald felt a weight upon her tongue.

“It was a clumsy attempt,” she went on. “I should have had no idea where to raise money upon the thing[1q], but I apologize to you, nevertheless, Mrs. Fitzgerald, for the anxiety which my removal of your valuable property must have caused you,” she added, turning to the owner of the bracelet, whose cheeks were once more hot with anger at the contempt in the girl's tone. “I suppose I ought to thank you, Mr. Tavernake, also, for your well-meant effort to preserve my character. In future, that shall be my sole charge. Has any one anything more to say to me before I go?”

Somehow or other, no one had. Mrs. Fitzgerald was irritated and fuming, but she contented herself with a snort. Her speech was ready enough as a rule, but there was a look in this girl's eyes from which she was glad enough to turn away. Mrs. Lawrence made a weak attempt at a farewell.

“I am sure,” she began, “we are all sorry for what's occurred and that you must go—not that perhaps it isn't better, under the circumstances,” she added hastily. “As regards—”

“There is nothing owing to you,” the girl interrupted calmly. “You may congratulate yourself upon that, for if there were you would not get it. Nor have I stolen anything else.”

“About your luggage?” Mrs. Lawrence asked.

“When I need it, I will send for it,” the girl replied.

She turned her back upon them and before they realized it she was gone. She had, indeed, something of the grand manner. She had come to plead guilty to a theft and she had left them all feeling a little like snubbed children. Mrs. Fitzgerald, as soon as the spell of the girl's presence was removed, was one of the first to recover herself. She felt herself beginning to grow hot with renewed indignation.

“A thief!” she exclaimed looking around the room. “Just an ordinary self-convicted thief! That's what I call her, and nothing else. And here we all stood like a lot of ninnies. Why, if I'd done my duty I'd have locked the door and sent for a policeman.”

“Too late now, anyway,” Mrs. Lawrence declared. “She's gone for good, and no mistake. Walked right out of the house. I heard her slam the front door.”

“And a good job, too,” Mrs. Fitzgerald armed. “We don't want any of her sort here—not those who've got things of value about them. I bet she didn't leave America for nothing.”

A little gray-haired lady, who had not as yet spoken, and who very seldom took part in any discussion at all, looked up from her knitting. She was desperately poor but she had charitable instincts.

“I wonder what made her want to steal,” she remarked quietly.

“A born thief,” Mrs. Fitzgerald declared with conviction,—“a real bad lot. One of your sly-looking ones, I call her.”

The little lady sighed.

“When I was better off,” she continued, “I used to help at a soup kitchen in Poplar. I have never forgotten a certain look we used to see occasionally in the faces of some of the men and women. I found out what it meant—it was hunger. Once or twice lately I have passed the girl who has just gone out, upon the stairs, and she almost frightened me. She had just the same look in her eyes. I noticed it yesterday—it was just before dinner, too—but she never came down.”

“She paid so much for her room and extra for meals,” Mrs. Lawrence said thoughtfully. “She never would have a meal unless she paid for it at the time. To tell you the truth, I was feeling a bit uneasy about her. She hasn't been in the dining-room for two days, and from what they tell me there's no signs of her having eaten anything in her room. As for getting anything out, why should she? It would be cheaper for her here than anywhere, if she'd got any money at all.”

There was an uncomfortable silence. The little old lady with the knitting looked down the street into the sultry darkness which had swallowed up the girl.

“I wonder whether Mr. Tavernake knows anything about her,” some one suggested.

But Tavernake was not in the room.
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Tavernake caught her up in New Oxford Street and fell at once into step with her. He wasted no time whatever upon preliminaries.

“I should be glad,” he said, “if you would tell me your name.”

Her first glance at him was fierce enough to have terrified a different sort of man. Upon Tavernake it had absolutely no effect.

“You need not unless you like, of course,” he went on, “but I wish to talk to you for a few moments and I thought that it would be more convenient if I addressed you by name. I do not remember to have heard it mentioned at Blenheim House, and Mrs. Lawrence, as you know, does not introduce her guests.”

By this time they had walked a score or so of paces together. The girl, after her first furious glance, had taken absolutely no notice of him except to quicken her pace a little. Tavernake remained by her side, however, showing not the slightest sense of embarrassment or annoyance. He seemed perfectly content to wait and he had not in the least the appearance of a man who could be easily shaken off. From a fit of furious anger she passed suddenly and without warning to a state of half hysterical amusement.

“You are a foolish, absurd person,” she declared. “Please go away. I do not wish you to walk with me.”

Tavernake remained imperturbable. She remembered suddenly his intervention on her behalf.

“If you insist upon knowing,” she said, “my name at Blenheim House was Beatrice Burnay. I am much obliged to you for what you did for me there, but that is finished. I do not wish to have any conversation with you, and I absolutely object to your company. Please leave me at once.”

“I am sorry,” he answered, “but that is not possible.”

“Not possible?” she repeated, wonderingly.

He shook his head.

“You have no money, you have eaten no dinner, and I do not believe that you have any idea where you are going,” he declared, deliberately.

Her face was once more dark with anger.

“Even if that were the truth,” she insisted, “tell me what concern it is of yours? Your reminding me of these facts is simply an impertinence.”

“I am sorry that you look upon it in that light,” he remarked, still without the least sign of discomposure. “We will, if you do not mind, waive the discussion for the moment. Do you prefer a small restaurant or a corner in a big one? There is music at Frascati's but there are not so many people in the smaller ones.”

She turned half around upon the pavement and looked at him steadfastly. His personality was at last beginning to interest her. His square jaw and measured speech were indices of a character at least unusual. She recognized certain invincible qualities under an exterior absolutely commonplace.

“Are you as persistent about everything in life?” she asked him.

“Why not?” he replied. “I try always to be consistent.”

“What is your name?”

“Leonard Tavernake,” he answered, promptly.

“Are you well off—I mean moderately well off?”

“I have a quite sufficient income.”

“Have you any one dependent upon you?”

“Not a soul,” he declared. “I am my own master in every sense of the word.”

She laughed in an odd sort of way.

“Then you shall pay for your persistence,” she said,—“I mean that I may as well rob you of a sovereign as the restaurant people.”

“You must tell me now where you would like to go to,” he insisted. “It is getting late.”

“I do not like these foreign places,” she replied. “I should prefer to go to the grill-room of a good restaurant.”

“We will take a taxicab,” he announced. “You have no objection?”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“If you have the money and don't mind spending it,” she said, “I will admit that I have had all the walking I want. Besides, the toe of my boot is worn through and I find it painful. Yesterday I tramped ten miles trying to find a man who was getting up a concert party for the provinces.”

“And did you find him?” he asked, hailing a cab.

“Yes, I found him,” she answered, indifferently. “We went through the usual programme. He heard me sing, tried to kiss me and promised to let me know. Nobody ever refuses anything in my profession, you see. They promise to let you know.”

“Are you a singer, then, or an actress?”

“I am neither,” she told him. “I said 'my profession' because it is the only one to which I have ever tried to belong. I have never succeeded in obtaining an engagement in this country. I do not suppose that even if I had persevered I should ever have had one.”

“You have given up the idea, then,” he remarked.

“I have given it up,” she admitted, a little curtly. “Please do not think, because I am allowing you to be my companion for a short time, that you may ask me questions. How fast these taxies go!”

They drew up at their destination—a well-known restaurant in Regent Street. He paid the cabman and they descended a flight of stairs into the grill-room.

“I hope that this place will suit you,” he said. “I have not much experience of restaurants.”

She looked around and nodded.

“Yes,” she replied, “I think that it will do.”

She was very shabbily dressed, and he, although his appearance was by no means ordinary, was certainly not of the type which inspires immediate respect in even the grill-room of a fashionable restaurant. Nevertheless, they received prompt and almost officious service. Tavernake, as he watched his companion's air, her manner of seating herself and accepting the attentions of the head waiter, felt that nameless impulse which was responsible for his having followed her from Blenheim House and which he could only call curiosity, becoming stronger. An exceedingly matter-of-fact person, he was also by instinct and habit observant. He never doubted but that she belonged to a class of society from which the guests at the boarding-house where they had both lived were seldom recruited, and of which he himself knew little. He was not in the least a snob, this young man, but he found the fact interesting. Life with him was already very much the same as a ledger account—a matter of debits and credits, and he had never failed to include among the latter that curious gift of breeding for which he himself, denied it by heritage, had somehow substituted a complete and exceedingly rare naturalness.

“I should like,” she announced, laying down the carte, “a fried sole, some cutlets, an ice, and black coffee.”

The waiter bowed.

“And for Monsieur?”

Tavernake glanced at his watch; it was already ten o'clock.

“I will take the same,” he declared.

“And to drink?”

She seemed indifferent.

“Any light wine,” she answered, carelessly, “white or red.”

Tavernake took up the wine list and ordered sauterne. They were left alone in their corner for a few minutes, almost the only occupants of the place.

“You are sure that you can afford this?” she asked, looking at him critically. “It may cost you a sovereign or thirty shillings.”

He studied the prices on the menu.

“I can afford it quite well and I have plenty of money with me,” he assured her, “but I do not think that it will cost more than eighteen shillings. While we are waiting for the sole, shall we talk? I can tell you, if you choose to hear, why I followed you from the boardinghouse.”

“I don't mind listening to you,” she told him, “or I will talk with you about anything you like. There is only one subject which I cannot discuss; that subject is myself and my own doings.”

Tavernake was silent for a moment.

“That makes conversation a bit difficult,” he remarked. She leaned back in her chair.

“After this evening,” she said, “I go out of your life as completely and finally as though I had never existed. I have a fancy to take my poor secrets with me. If you wish to talk, tell me about yourself. You have gone out of your way to be kind to me. I wonder why. It doesn't seem to be your role.”

He smiled slowly. His face was fashioned upon broad lines and the relaxing of his lips lightened it wonderfully. He had good teeth, clear gray eyes, and coarse black hair which he wore a trifle long; his forehead was too massive for good looks.

“No,” he admitted, “I do not think that benevolence is one of my characteristics.”

Her dark eyes were turned full upon him; her red lips, redder than ever they seemed against the pallor of her cheeks and her deep brown hair, curled slightly. There was something almost insolent in her tone.

“You understand, I hope,” she continued, “that you have nothing whatever to look for from me in return for this sum which you propose to expend for my entertainment?”

“I understand that,” he replied.

“Not even gratitude,” she persisted. “I really do not feel grateful to you. You are probably doing this to gratify some selfish interest or curiosity. I warn you that I am quite incapable of any of the proper sentiments of life.”

“Your gratitude would be of no value to me whatever,” he assured her.

She was still not wholly satisfied. His complete stolidity frustrated every effort she made to penetrate beneath the surface.

“If I believed,” she went on, “that you were one of those men—the world is full of them, you know—who will help a woman with a reasonable appearance so long as it does not seriously interfere with their own comfort—”

“Your sex has nothing whatever to do with it,” he interrupted. “As to your appearance, I have not even considered it. I could not tell you whether you are beautiful or ugly—I am no judge of these matters. What I have done, I have done because it pleased me to do it.”

“Do you always do what pleases you?” she asked.

“Nearly always.”

She looked him over again attentively, with an interest obviously impersonal, a trifle supercilious.

“I suppose,” she remarked, “you consider yourself one of the strong people of the world?”

“I do not know about that,” he answered. “I do not often think about myself.”

“I mean,” she explained, “that you are one of those people who struggle hard to get just what they want in life.”

His jaw suddenly tightened and she saw the likeness to Napoleon.

“I do more than struggle,” he affirmed, “I succeed. If I make up my mind to do a thing, I do it; if I make up my mind to get a thing, I get it. It means hard work sometimes, but that is all.”

For the first time, a really natural interest shone out of her eyes. The half sulky contempt with which she had received his advances passed away. She became at that moment a human being, self-forgetting, the heritage of her charms—for she really had a curious but very poignant attractiveness—suddenly evident. It was only a momentary lapse and it was entirely wasted. Not even one of the waiters happened to be looking that way, and Tavernake was thinking wholly of himself.

“It is a good deal to say—that,” she remarked, reflectively.

“It is a good deal but it is not too much,” he declared. “Every man who takes life seriously should say it.”

Then she laughed—actually laughed—and he had a vision of flashing white teeth, of a mouth breaking into pleasant curves, of dark mirth-lit eyes, lustreless no longer, provocative, inspiring. A vague impression as of something pleasant warmed his blood. It was a rare thing for him to be so stirred, but even then it was not sufficient to disturb the focus of his thoughts.

“Tell me,” she demanded, “what do you do? What is your profession or work?”

“I am with a firm of auctioneers and estate agents,” he answered readily,—“Messrs. Dowling, Spence & Company the name is. Our offices are in Waterloo Place.”

“You find it interesting?”

“Of course,” he answered. “Interesting? Why not? I work at it.”

“Are you a partner?”

“No,” he admitted. “Six years ago I was a carpenter; then I became an errand boy in Mr. Dowling's office I had to learn the business, you see. To-day I am a sort of manager. In eighteen months' time—perhaps before that if they do not offer me a partnership—I shall start for myself.”

Once more the subtlest of smiles flickered at the corners of her lips.

“Do they know yet?” she asked, with faint irony.

“Not yet,” he replied, with absolute seriousness. “They might tell me to go, and I have a few things to learn yet. I would rather make experiments for some one else than for myself. I can use the results later; they will help me to make money.”

She laughed softly and wiped the tears out of her eyes. They were really very beautiful eyes notwithstanding the dark rims encircling them.

“If only I had met you before!” she murmured.

“Why?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“Don't ask me,” she begged. “It would not be good for your conceit, if you have any, to tell you.”

“I have no conceit and I am not inquisitive,” he said, “but I do not see why you laughed.”

Their period of waiting came to an end at this point. The fish was brought and their conversation became disjointed. In the silence which followed, the old shadow crept over her face. Once only it lifted. It was while they were waiting for the cutlets. She leaned towards him, her elbows upon the tablecloth, her face supported by her fingers.

“I think that it is time we left these generalities,” she insisted, “and you told me something rather more personal, something which I am very anxious to know. Tell me exactly why so self-centered a person as yourself should interest himself in a fellow-creature at all. It seems odd to me.”

“It is odd,” he admitted, frankly. “I will try to explain it to you but it will sound very bald, and I do not think that you will understand. I watched you a few nights ago out on the roof at Blenheim House. You were looking across the house-tops and you didn't seem to be seeing anything at all really, and yet all the time I knew that you were seeing things I couldn't, you were understanding and appreciating something which I knew nothing of, and it worried me. I tried to talk to you that evening, but you were rude.”

“You really are a curious person,” she remarked. “Are you always worried, then, if you find that some one else is seeing things or understanding things which are outside your comprehension?”

“Always,” he replied promptly.

“You are too far-reaching,” she affirmed. “You want to gather everything into your life. You cannot. You will only be unhappy if you try. No man can do it. You must learn your limitations or suffer all your days.”

“Limitations!” He repeated the words with measureless scorn. “If I learn them at all,” he declared, with unexpected force, “it will be with scars and bruises, for nothing else will content me.”

“We are, I should say, almost the same age,” she remarked slowly.

“I am twenty-five,” he told her.

“I am twenty-two,” she said. “It seems strange that two people whose ideas of life are as far apart as the Poles should have come together like this even for a moment. I do not understand it at all. Did you expect that I should tell you just what I saw in the clouds that night?”

“No,” he answered, “not exactly. I have spoken of my first interest in you only. There are other things. I told a lie about the bracelet and I followed you out of the boarding-house and I brought you here, for some other for quite a different reason.”

“Tell me what it was,” she demanded.

“I do not know it myself,” he declared solemnly. “I really and honestly do not know it. It is because I hoped that it might come to me while we were together, that I am here with you at this moment. I do not like impulses which I do not understand.”

She laughed at him a little scornfully.

“After all,” she said, “although it may not have dawned upon you yet, it is probably the same wretched reason. You are a man and you have the poison somewhere in your blood. I am really not bad-looking, you know.”

He looked at her critically. She was a little over-slim, perhaps, but she was certainly wonderfully graceful. Even the poise of her head, the manner in which she leaned back in her chair, had its individuality. Her features, too, were good, though her mouth had grown a trifle hard. For the first time the dead pallor of her cheeks was relieved by a touch of color. Even Tavernake realized that there were great possibilities about her. Nevertheless, he shook his head.

“I do not agree with you in the least,” he asserted firmly. “Your looks have nothing to do with it. I am sure that it is not that.”

“Let me cross-examine you,” she suggested. “Think carefully now. Does it give you no pleasure at all to be sitting here alone with me?”

He answered her deliberately; it was obvious that he was speaking the truth.

“I am not conscious that it does,” he declared. “The only feeling I am aware of at the present moment in connection with you, is the curiosity of which I have already spoken.”

She leaned a little towards him, extending her very shapely fingers. Once more the smile at her lips transformed her face.

“Look at my hand,” she said. “Tell me—wouldn't you like to hold it just for a minute, if I gave it you?”

Her eyes challenged his, softly and yet imperiously. His whole attention, however, seemed to be absorbed by her finger-nails. It seemed strange to him that a girl in her straits should have devoted so much care to her hands.

“No,” he answered deliberately, “I have no wish to hold your hand. Why should I?”

“Look at me,” she insisted.

He did so without embarrassment or hesitation,—it was more than ever apparent that he was entirely truthful. She leaned back in her chair, laughing softly to herself.

“Oh, my friend Mr. Leonard Tavernake,” she exclaimed, “if you were not so crudely, so adorably, so miraculously truthful, what a prig, prig, prig, you would be! The cutlets at last, thank goodness! Your cross-examination is over. I pronounce you 'Not Guilty!”'

During the progress of the rest of the meal, they talked very little. At its conclusion, Tavernake discharged the bill, having carefully checked each item and tipped the waiter the exact amount which the man had the right to expect. They ascended the stairs together to the street, the girl lingering a few steps behind. On the pavement her fingers touched his arm.

“I wonder, would you mind driving me down to the Embankment?” she asked almost humbly. “It was so close down there and I want some air.”

This was an extravagance which he had scarcely contemplated, but he did not hesitate. He called a taxicab and seated himself by her side. Her manner seemed to have grown quieter and more subdued, her tone was no longer semi-belligerent.

“I will not keep you much longer,” she promised. “I suppose I am not so strong as I used to be. I have had scarcely anything to eat for two days and conversation has become an unknown luxury. I think—it seems absurd—but I think that I am feeling a little faint.”

“The air will soon revive you,” he said. “As to our conversation, I am disappointed. I think that you are very foolish not to tell me more about yourself.”

She closed her eyes, ignoring his remark. They turned presently into a narrower thoroughfare. She leaned towards him.

“You have been very good to me,” she admitted almost timidly, “and I am afraid that I have not been very gracious. We shall not see one another again after this evening. I wonder—would you care to kiss me?”

He opened his lips and closed them again. He sat quite still, his eyes fixed upon the road ahead, until he had strangled something absolutely absurd, something unrecognizable.

“I would rather not,” he decided quietly. “I know you mean to be kind but that sort of thing—well, I don't think I understand it. Besides,” he added with a sudden naive relief, as he clutched at a fugitive but plausible thought, “if I did you would not believe the things which I have been telling you.”

He had a curious idea that she was disappointed as she turned her head away, but she said nothing. Arrived at the Embankment, the cab came slowly to a standstill. The girl descended. There was something new in her manner; she looked away from him when she spoke.

“You had better leave me here,” she said. “I am going to sit upon that seat.”

Then came those few seconds' hesitation which were to count for a great deal in his life. The impulse which bade him stay with her was unaccountable but it conquered.

“If you do not object,” he remarked with some stiffness, “I should like to sit here with you for a little time. There is certainly a breeze.”

She made no comment but walked on. He paid the man and followed her to the empty seat. Opposite, some illuminated advertisements blazed their unsightly message across the murky sky. Between the two curving rows of yellow lights the river flowed—black, turgid, hopeless. Even here, though they had escaped from its absolute thrall, the far-away roar of the city beat upon their ears. She listened to it for a moment and then pressed her hands to the side of her head.

“Oh, how I hate it!” she moaned. “The voices, always the voices, calling, threatening, beating you away! Take my hands, Leonard Tavernake,—hold me.”

He did as she bade him, clumsily, as yet without comprehension.

“You are not well,” he muttered.

Her eyes opened and a flash of her old manner returned. She smiled at him, feebly but derisively.

“You foolish boy!” she cried. “Can't you see that I am dying? Hold my hands tightly and watch—watch! Here is one more thing you can see—that you cannot understand.”

He saw the empty phial slip from her sleeve and fall on to the pavement. With a cry he sprang up and, carrying her in his arms, rushed out into the road.
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