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    British Murder Mysteries – 10 Novels in One Volume presents a curated suite of complete novels by the collaborative duo Charles Norris Williamson and Alice Muriel Williamson, whose joint byline forged a singular narrative voice in early twentieth‑century popular fiction. Gathered here are ten full‑length works that showcase the authors’ command of suspense, romantic tension, and cosmopolitan adventure threaded with crime. The aim of this collection is to provide an integrated view of their mystery‑driven storytelling, allowing readers to trace recurring concerns and evolving techniques across varied plots and settings while encountering the books as they were originally conceived: self‑contained, propulsive narratives designed to stand on their own.

The contents are novels, not short stories or excerpts, representing the Williamsons’ signature blend of crime fiction, romantic suspense, and adventure. While murder or the threat of it often shadows the action, the authors are equally drawn to puzzles of identity, blackmail, theft, conspiracy, and the ambiguous motives of strangers who cross paths in hotels, villas, ships, and trains. These are narrative engines built on secrets and pursuit. The result is crime storytelling that broadens the idea of a mystery to include the social thriller, the espionage‑tinged romance, and the high‑stakes caper, all delivered through brisk plotting and vivid, theatrical scenes.

Across these novels, unifying themes emerge: modern mobility as catalyst, the allure and danger of glamour, and the moral tests posed by sudden opportunity. The Williamsons often place courageous, quick‑witted heroines at the center of danger, pairing them with equally resourceful counterparts whose loyalties must be proved under pressure. Stylistically, the books favor swift scene changes, cliff‑edge chapter endings, and dialogue that advances intrigue as much as character. Travel, technology, and spectacle—most notably the fascination with motorcars—are not mere backgrounds but active levers of suspense, propelling characters into unfamiliar geographies where desire, deception, and peril converge.

The House by the Lock sets a tone of domestic space turned treacherous, with a tranquil waterside dwelling that conceals peril and invites investigation. The Castle of Shadows widens the canvas to political intrigue, where a hidden past and a vanished figure in high circles unsettle the present. The Second Latchkey sharpens the urban mystery: a duplicated key becomes an emblem of double lives and illicit access, drawing an unsuspecting protagonist into labyrinthine danger. In The Lion’s Mouse, apparent vulnerability becomes a weapon, as a seemingly delicate heroine maneuvers among powerful adversaries, turning social expectations into strategic advantage.

The Motor Maid brings the modern car to center stage, its speed and independence transforming a journey into a chain of risky encounters intertwined with crime. The Guests of Hercules shifts to the glitter of a fashionable resort, where pleasure and peril mingle and where invitations mask designs of control. The Port of Adventure follows travelers whose arrival in a bustling harbor entangles them with hidden histories and fresh threats. The Powers and Maxine pairs the world of performance with high diplomacy, testing how far charm, craft, and nerve can steer fate when public spectacle intersects with secret stakes.

The Girl Who Had Nothing traces the precarious path of a young woman confronting dispossession, whose attempt at reinvention exposes her to a scheme that prizes her apparent invisibility. The Brightener turns on a figure—or an enterprise—promising transformation, casting light that also throws longer shadows, as motives and identities emerge by degrees. Together, these works extend the Williamsons’ range from intimate peril to international plotting, unified by a commitment to forward motion, romantic emotion under strain, and the unsettling realization that a chance meeting or a borrowed name can alter a life irrevocably.

Read as a whole, this collection reveals the Williamsons’ enduring contribution to the evolution of British popular mystery: a synthesis of brisk detection, glamorous surfaces, and emotional stakes that keeps narrative pressure high without relinquishing charm. Their novels remain approachable yet layered, inviting readers to enjoy the chase while noticing how modernity reshapes risk and desire. Presented together, the ten works offer a coherent map of the duo’s craft—its recurring motifs, its cosmopolitan reach, and its nimble shifts of tone—making this volume both an engaging sequence of mysteries and a concise portrait of a distinctive literary partnership.
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    Charles Norris Williamson and Alice Muriel Williamson wrote across the high tide of the Belle Époque and the Edwardian era into the anxious 1910s. He, a British journalist and founder-editor of Black and White (1891), and she, an American-born novelist who settled in London, collaborated on cosmopolitan tales mixing crime, romance, and speed. Their popularity benefited from the expanding mass market for fiction—railway bookstalls, cheap reprints, and magazine serialization—while the 1904 Entente Cordiale normalized Anglo‑French travel central to their plots. The collection’s mysteries reflect a world where mobility, new technologies, and an international leisure class shaped both criminal opportunity and readers’ expectations.

Automobilism is the collection’s most conspicuous historical motor. The Motor Car Act of 1903 raised Britain’s speed limit to 20 mph and required registration, while Brooklands opened in 1907 as the first purpose‑built motor racing circuit. On the Continent, Baedeker handbooks and Michelin’s guide (launched 1900) mapped good roads, inns, and garages, enabling long tours through France, Italy, and the Riviera. Before 1914, border controls were light and passports often unnecessary, so cars and trains plausibly spirited suspects across frontiers. The period also celebrated the “New Woman” driver; competent female motorists and couriers—echoed in The Motor Maid—could move freely, confounding chaperones and policemen alike.

Modern policing supplied narrative tools and frissons. New Scotland Yard’s late‑Victorian professionalization culminated in the Henry system of fingerprint classification adopted in 1901, while Edmond Locard articulated the exchange principle in 1909, encouraging forensics‑minded plots. The 1910 pursuit of Hawley Harvey Crippen, relayed by wireless telegraph from the SS Montrose, publicized the idea that technology could both aid criminals and ensnare them. Telegraphs, telephones, and improved lighting altered alibis and surveillance in London’s streets and along the Thames, with canals and locks serving as liminal spaces between city and countryside. Readers were primed to expect methodical detection set against romantic riverine or urban backdrops.

International tension fed a parallel appetite for intrigue. Britain’s Secret Service Bureau was created in 1909, splitting into Vernon Kell’s domestic MI5 and Mansfield Cumming’s overseas service (later MI6), amid spy scares fanned by papers that had popularized Erskine Childers’s The Riddle of the Sands (1903). The First and Second Moroccan Crises (1905, 1911) and the Balkan Wars (1912–13) kept Paris, London, and Mediterranean ports on a hair‑trigger. Diplomatic couriers, actresses close to power, and secret dossiers—motifs in novels like The Powers and Maxine or The Castle of Shadows—felt plausible to readers who watched chancelleries trade threats while trains, liners, and telegraphs connected conspirators.

Shifting gender norms shaped the Williamsons’ heroines. The Women’s Social and Political Union, founded by Emmeline Pankhurst in 1903, brought suffrage into street politics; the 1912 window‑smashing campaign and Emily Wilding Davison’s 1913 derby death signaled militancy and sacrifice. Middle‑class women entered new roles as typists, shop managers, theatrical professionals—and even chauffeurs, supported by the Ladies’ Automobile Club (1903). Wartime mobilization later expanded women’s work and independence, culminating in the 1918 Representation of the People Act. Against this backdrop, self‑possessed travelers and investigators in novels such as The Motor Maid or The Girl Who Had Nothing resonated with readers eager for capable, mobile female leads.

Cosmopolitan leisure districts furnished both glamour and motives. Since 1863 the Société des Bains de Mer had run Monaco’s casino complex, and by the Edwardian years the Riviera’s corniche roads, grand hotels, and winter season drew Britain’s elite, American millionaires, and continental aristocrats into close contact. King Edward VII’s frequent visits set a fashionable tone that novelists mined for scenes of gambling, flirtation, and discreet scandal. Ocean liners and luxury expresses delivered the same crowd to Paris and Italy, where jewels, reputation, and secret pasts became portable. In such settings, blackmail, theft, and sudden death could be staged amid orchestras, promenades, and moonlit terraces.

Their storytelling also reflected the Edwardian media economy. Mass‑circulation dailies such as the Daily Mail (founded 1896) and magazines like The Strand and Pearson’s popularized serialized narrative with cliffhangers, while W. H. Smith’s bookstalls and circulating libraries moved vast numbers of cheap novels. Stage melodrama offered models for reversals, disguises, and last‑act revelations. Early cinema—including Gaumont and Pathé newsreels and the British Board of Film Censors (1912)—accustomed audiences to quick cuts, chases, and exotic locations. The Williamsons’ brisk scene changes, scenic tourism, and high‑stakes finales fit this cross‑media rhythm, helping their continental mysteries reach readers on trains, steamers, and at home.

Wartime rupture reframed the couple’s prewar optimism. The First World War (1914–1918), the influenza pandemic of 1918–19, and the 1919 Treaty of Versailles sobered readers, while the League of Nations’ 1920 passport standard ended the earlier era of near‑frictionless travel. Spy mania persisted, yet detective fiction shifted toward puzzle orthodoxy with E. C. Bentley’s Trent’s Last Case (1913) and, after the war, Agatha Christie (1920) and Dorothy L. Sayers (1923). Charles Norris Williamson’s death in 1920 fixed the partnership’s oeuvre as a transitional body: worldly, mobile, and emotionally earnest. Later reprints—such as this collection—highlight their blend of romance and danger within a swiftly modernizing society.
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    The Motor Maid
A spirited young woman behind the wheel becomes chauffeur-companion on a cross-border journey, where roadside mishaps expose a tangle of hidden identities and criminal designs.
Blending the novelty of motoring with romantic suspense, it uses speed and open roads to test loyalty, nerve, and ingenuity.
The Girl Who Had Nothing
An impoverished heroine is drawn into high society when a chance encounter links her to a vanished fortune and a dangerous secret.
Balancing Cinderella stakes with a puzzle of provenance and trust, it asks what integrity costs when everything is suddenly at risk.
The Second Latchkey
Returning to a London flat, a woman finds evidence that a second key has been used, pulling her into quiet surveillance, imposture, and entangled pasts.
The urban, domestic setting turns intimate spaces treacherous, with tension built through small clues and shifting alibis.
The Castle of Shadows
In a small European principality, court intrigue and a missing royal draw a resourceful protagonist into a plot that threatens the state.
Operatic atmosphere meets tight plotting as political stakes converge with personal courage and concealed loyalties.
The House by the Lock
A sinister riverside house hides disappearances, stolen secrets, and the slow drift of guilt along shadowed banks.
Moody and methodical, it uses fog, tide, and patient observation to pry open deception.
The Guests of Hercules
At a Mediterranean retreat for the world-weary, romance and reinvention collide with a peril that follows guests beyond sunlit terraces.
Glamour and introspection frame a mystery about sanctuary, temptation, and who deserves a second chance.
The Port of Adventure
On the Pacific coast, an English traveler and an American woman trace smuggling and buried histories from harbors to mountain passes.
Cross-cultural banter and frontier vistas enclose a quest that weighs courage, reinvention, and the price of treasure.
The Brightener
A polished fixer who “brightens” other people’s troubles stumbles into a network of blackmail and genteel crime.
Wit and charm mask predation as the story probes performance, reputation, and the ethics of helping for hire.
The Lion’s Mouse
A seemingly meek woman orchestrates a risky game against a powerful adversary, pitting patience and perception against brute force.
The cat-and-mouse design favors psychology over spectacle, turning appearances and silence into weapons.
The Powers and Maxine
A celebrated actress is drawn into diplomatic intrigue where her stagecraft blurs with the covert demands of high politics.
It explores influence, sacrifice, and the hazards of celebrity when private roles serve public stakes.
Recurring Motifs and Stylistic Signatures
These novels blend romantic suspense with cosmopolitan settings, featuring resourceful heroines, modern conveyances (cars, trains, ships), and plots driven by disguise, secret papers, and social performance.
Across the range, the tone moves from travel-adventure sparkle to tighter psychological cat-and-mouse, while recurring themes—identity, reputation, class mobility, and moral choice under pressure—anchor the intrigue.
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  One hears of people whose hair turned white in a single night. Last night I thought mine was turning. I had a creepy feeling in the roots, which seemed to crawl all the way down inside each separate hair, wriggling as it went. I suppose you couldn't have nervous prostration of the hair? I worried dreadfully, it kept on so long; and my hair is so fair it would be almost a temptation for it, in an emergency, to take the one short step from gold to silver. I didn't dare switch on the light in the wagon-lit and peep at my pocket-book mirror (which reflects one's features in sections of a square inch, giving the survey of one's whole face quite a panorama effect) for fear I might wake up the Bull Dog.


  I've spelt him with capitals, after mature deliberation, because it would be nothing less than lèse majesté to fob him off with little letters about the size of his two lower eye-tusks, or chin-molars, or whatever one ought to call them.


  He was on the floor, you see, keeping guard over his mistress's shoes; and he might have been misguided enough to think I had designs on them—though what I could have used them for, unless I'd been going to Venice and wanting a private team of gondolas, I can't imagine.


  I being in the upper berth, you might (if you hadn't seen him) have fancied me safe; but already he had once padded half-way up the step-ladder, and sniffed at me speculatively, as if I were a piece of meat on the top shelf of a larder; and if half-way up, why not all the way up? Il était capable du tout.


  I tried to distract my mind and focus it hard on other things, as Christian Scientists tell you to do when you have a pin sticking into your body for which les convenances forbid you to make an exhaustive search.


  I lay on my back with my eyes shut, trying not to hear any of the sounds in the wagon-lit (and they were not confined to the snoring of His Majesty), thinking desperately. "I will concentrate all my mentality," said I to myself, "on thoughts beginning with P, for instance. My Past. Paris. Pamela."


  Just for a few minutes it was comparatively easy. "Dear Past!" I sighed, with a great sigh which for divers reasons I was sure couldn't be heard beyond my own berth. (And though I try always even to think in English, I find sometimes that the words group themselves in my head in the old patterns—according to French idioms.) "Dear Past, how thou wert kind and sweet! How it is brutalizing to turn my back upon thee and thy charms forever!"


  "Oh, my goodness, I shall certainly die!" squeaked a voice in the berth underneath; and then there was a sound of wallowing.


  She (my stable-companion, shall I call her?) had been giving vent to all sorts of strange noises at intervals, for a long time, so that it would have been hopeless to try and drown my sorrows in sleep.


  Away went the Gentle Past with a bump, as if it had knocked against a snag in the current of my thoughts.


  Paris or Pamela instead, then! or both together, since they seem inseparable, even when Pamela is at her most American, and tells me to "talk United States."


  It was all natural to think of Pamela, because it was she who gave me the ticket for the train de luxe, and my berth in the wagon-lit. If it hadn't been for Pamela I should at this moment have been crawling slowly, cheaply, down Riviera-ward in a second-class train, sitting bolt upright in a second-class carriage with smudges on my nose, while perhaps some second-class child shed jammy crumbs on my frock, and its second-class baby sister howled.


  "Oh, why did I leave my peaceful home?" wailed the lady in the lower berth.


  Heaven alone (unless it were the dog) knew why she had, and knew how heartily I wished she hadn't. A good thing Cerberus was on guard, or I might have dropped a pillow accidentally on her head!


  Just then I wasn't thanking Pamela for her generosity. The second-class baby's mamma would have given it a bottle to keep it still; but there was nothing I could give the fat old lady; and she had already resorted to the bottle (something in the way of patent medicine) without any good result. Yet, was there nothing I could give her?


  "Oh, I'm dying, I know I'm dying, and nobody cares! I shall choke to death!" she gurgled.


  It was too much. I could stand it and the terrible atmosphere no longer. I suppose, if I had been an early Christian martyr, waiting for my turn to be devoured might have so got on my nerves eventually that I would have thrown myself into the arena out of sheer spite at the lions, and then tried my best to disagree with them.


  Anyway, Bull Dog or no Bull Dog, having made a light, I slid down from my berth—no thanks to the step-ladder—dangled a few wild seconds in the air, and then offering—yes, offering my stockinged feet to the Minotaur, I poked my head into the lower berth.


  "What are you going to do?" gasped its occupant, la grosse femme whose fault it would be if my hair did change from the gold of a louis to the silver of a mere franc.


  "You say you're stifling," I reminded her, politely but firmly, and my tone was like the lull before a storm.


  "Yes, but——" We were staring into each other's eyes, and—could I believe my sense of touch, or was it mercifully blunted? It seemed that the monster on the floor was gently licking my toes with a tongue like a huge slice of pink ham, instead of chewing them to the bone. But there are creatures which do that to their victims, I've heard, by way of making it easier to swallow them, later.


  "You also said no one cared," I went on, courageously. "I care—for myself as well as for you. As for what I'm going to do—I'm going to do several things. First, open the window, and then—then I'm going to undress you."


  "You must be mad!" gasped the lady, who was English. Oh, but more English than any one else I ever saw in my life.


  "Not yet," said I, as I darted at the thick blind she had drawn down over the window, and let it fly up with a snap. I then opened the window itself, a few inches, and in floated a perfumed breath of the soft April air for which our bereaved lungs had been longing. The breeze fluttered round my head like a benediction until I felt that the ebbing tide of gold had turned, and was flowing into my back hair again.


  "No wonder you're dying, madam," I exclaimed, switching the heat-lever to "Froid." "So was I, but being merely an Upper Berth, with no rights, I was suffering in silence. I watched you turn the heat full on, and shut the window tight. I saw you go to bed in all your clothes, which looked terribly thick, and cover yourself up with both your blankets; but I said nothing, because you were a Lower Berth, and older than I am. I thought maybe you wanted a Turkish Bath. But since you don't—I'll try and save you from apoplexy, if it isn't too late."


  I fumbled with brooches and buttons, with hooks and eyes. It was even worse than I'd supposed. The creature's conception of a travelling costume en route for the South of France consisted of a heavy tweed dress, two gray knitted stay-bodices, one pink Jaeger chemise, and a couple of red flannel petticoats. My investigations went no further; but, encouraged in my rescue work by spasmodic gestures on the part of the patient, and forbearance on the part of the dog, I removed several superfluous layers of wool. One blanket went to the floor, where it was accepted in the light of a gift by His Majesty, and the other was returned to its owner.


  "Now are you better, madam?" I asked, panting with long and well-earned breaths. She reposed on an elbow, gazing up at me as at a surgeon who has performed a painful but successful operation; and she was an object pour faire rire, the poor lady!


  She wore an old-fashioned false front of hair, "sunning over with curls" (brown ones, of a brown never seen on land or sea), and a pair of spectacles, pushed up in an absent-minded moment, were entangled in its waves. Her face, which was large, with a knot of tiny features in the middle, shone red with heat and excitement. She would have had the look of an elderly child, if it hadn't been for her bright, shrewd little eyes, which twinkled observantly—and might sparkle with temper. Nobody who was not rich and important would dare to dress as badly as she did. Altogether she was a figure of fun. Indeed, I couldn't help feeling what quaint mantelpiece ornaments she and her dog would make. Yet, for some reason, I didn't feel inclined to laugh, and I eyed her as solemnly as she eyed me. As for His Majesty, I began to see that I had misunderstood him. After all, he had never, from the first, regarded me as an eatable.


  "Yes, I am better," replied His Majesty's mistress. "People have always told me it came on treacherously cold at night in France, so I prepared accordingly. I suppose I ought to thank you. In fact, I do thank you."


  "I acted for myself as much as for you," I confessed. "It was so hot, and you were suffering out loud."


  "I have never travelled at night before," the lady defended herself. "Indeed, I've made a point of travelling as little as possible, except by carriage. I don't consider trains a means of conveyance for gentlefolk. They seem well enough for cattle who may not mind being herded together."


  "Or for dogs," I suggested.


  "Nothing is too good for Beau—my only Beau!" (at this I did not wonder). "But I wouldn't have moved without him. He's as necessary to me as my conscience. I was afraid the guard was going to make a fuss about him, which would have been awkward, as I can't speak a word of French, or any other silly language into which Latin has degenerated. But luckily English gold doesn't need to be translated."


  "It loses in translation," said I, amused. I sat down on my bag as I spoke, and timorously invited Beau (never was name less appropriate) to be patted. He arose from the blanket and accepted my overtures with an expression which may have been intended for a smile, or a threat of the most appalling character. I have seen such legs as his on old-fashioned silver teapots; and the crook in his tail would have made it useful as a door-knocker.


  "I don't think I ever saw him take so to a stranger," exclaimed his mistress, suddenly beaming.


  "I wonder you risked him with me in such close quarters then," said I. "Wouldn't it have been safer if you'd had your maid in the compartment with you——"


  "My maid? My tyrant!" snorted the old lady. "She's the one creature on earth I am afraid of, and she knows it. When we got to Dover, and she saw the Channel wobbling about a little, she said it was a great nasty wet thing, and she wouldn't go on it. When I insisted, she showed symptoms of seasickness; and in consequence she is waiting for me in Dover till I finish the business that's taking me to Italy. I had no more experience than she, but I had courage. It's perhaps a question of class. Servants consider only themselves. You, too, I see, have courage. I was inclined to think poorly of you when you first came in, and to wish I'd been extravagant enough to take the two beds for myself, because I thought you were afraid of Beau. Yet now you're patting him."


  "I was rather afraid at first," I admitted. "I never met an English bull dog socially before."


  "They're more angels than dogs. Their one interest in life is love—for their friends; and they wouldn't hurt a fly."


  "Larger game would be more in their way, I should think," said I. "But I'm glad he likes me. I like to be liked. It makes me feel more at home in life."


  "H'm! That's a funny idea!" remarked the old lady. "'At home in life!' You've made yourself pretty well at home in this wagon-lit, anyhow, taking off all your clothes and putting on your nightgown. I should never have thought of that. It seems hardly decent. Suppose we should be killed."


  "Most people do try to die in their nightgowns, when you come to think of it," said I.


  "Well, you have a quaint way of putting things. There's something very original about you, my dear young woman. I thought you were mysterious at first, but I believe it's only the effect of originality."


  "I don't know which I'd rather be," I said, "original or mysterious, if I couldn't afford both. But I'm not a young woman."


  "Goodness!" exclaimed the old lady, wrinkling up her eyes to stare at me. "I may be pretty blind, but it can't be make-up."


  I laughed. "I mean je suis jeune fille. I'm not a young woman. I'm a young girl."


  "Dear me, is there any difference?"


  "There is in France."


  "I'm not surprised at queer ideas in France, or any other foreign country, where I've always understood that anything may happen. Why can't everybody be English? It would be so much more simple. But you're not French, are you?"


  "Half of me is."


  "And what's the other half, if I may ask?"


  "American. My father was French, my mother American."


  "No wonder you don't always feel at home in life, divided up like that!" she chuckled. "It must be so upsetting."


  "Everything is upsetting with me lately," I said.


  "With me too, if it comes to that—or would be, if it weren't for Beau. What a pity you haven't got a Beau, my dear."


  I smiled, because (in the Americanized sense of the word) I had one, and was running away from him as fast as I could. But the thought of Monsieur Charretier as a "beau" made me want to giggle hysterically.


  "You say 'was,' when you speak of your father and mother," went on the old lady, with childlike curiosity, which I was encouraging by not going back to bed. "Does that mean that you've lost them?"


  "Yes," I said.


  "And lately?"


  "My father died when I was sixteen, my mother left me two years ago."


  "You don't look more than nineteen now."


  "I'm nearly twenty-one."


  "Well, I don't mean to catechize you, though one certainly must get friendly—or the other way—I suppose, penned up in a place like this all night. And you've really been very kind to me. Although you're a pretty girl, as you must know, I didn't think at first I was going to like you so much."


  "And I didn't you," I retorted, laughing, because I really did begin to like the queer old lady now, and was glad I hadn't dropped a pillow on her head.


  "That's right. Be frank. I like frankness. Do you know, I believe you and I would get on very well together if our acquaintance was going to be continued? If Beau approves of a person, I let myself go."


  "You use him as if he were a barometer."


  "There you are again, with your funny ideas! I shall remember that one, and bring it out as if it were my own. I consider myself quite lucky to have got you for a travelling companion. It's such a comfort to hear English again, and talk it, after having to converse by gesture—except with Beau. I hope you're going on to Italy?"


  "No. I'm getting off at Cannes."


  "I'm sorry. But I suppose you're glad?"


  "Not particularly," said I.


  "I've always heard that Cannes was gay."


  "It won't be for me."


  "Your relations there don't go out much?"


  "I've no relations in Cannes. Aren't you tired now, and wouldn't you like me to make you a little more comfortable?"


  "Does that mean that you're tired of answering questions? I haven't meant to be rude."


  "You haven't been," I assured her. "You're very kind to take an interest."


  "Well, then, I'm not tired, and I wouldn't like to be made more comfortable. I'm very well as I am. Do you want to go to sleep?"


  "I want to, but I know I can't. I'm getting hungry. Are you?"


  "Getting? I've got. If Simpkins were here I'd have her make us tea, in my tea-basket."


  "I'll make it if you like," I volunteered.


  "A French—a half French—girl make tea?"


  "It's the American half that knows how."


  "You look too ornamental to be useful. But you can try."


  I did try, and succeeded. It was rather fun, and never did tea taste so delicious. There were biscuits to go with it, which Beau shared; and I do wish that people (other people) were obliged to make faces when they eat, such as Beau has to make, because if so, one could add a new interest to life by inviting even the worst bores to dinner.


  I was fascinated with his contortions, and I did not attempt to conceal my sudden change of opinion concerning Beau as a companion. When I had humbly invited him to drink out of my saucer, which I held from high tide to low, I saw that my conquest of his mistress was complete. Already we had exchanged names, as well as some confidences. I knew that she was Miss Paget, and she knew that I was Lys d'Angely; but after the tea-drinking episode she became doubly friendly.


  She told me that, owing to an unforeseen circumstance (partly, even largely, connected with Beau) which had caused a great upheaval in her life, she had now not a human being belonging to her, except her maid Simpkins, of whom she would like to get rid if only she knew how.


  "Talk of the Old Man of the Sea!" she sighed. "He was an afternoon caller compared with Simpkins. She's been on my back for twenty years. I suppose she will be for another twenty, unless I slam the door of the family vault in her face."


  "Couldn't Beau help you?" I asked.


  "Even Beau is powerless against her. She has hypnotized him with marrow bones."


  "You've escaped from her for the present," I suggested. "She's on the other side of the Channel. Now is your time to be bold."


  "Ah, but I can't stop out of England for ever, and I tell you she's waiting for me at Dover. A relative (a very eccentric one, and quite different from the rest of us, or he wouldn't have made his home abroad) has left me a house in Italy, some sort of old castle, I believe—so unsuitable! I'm going over to see about selling it for I've no one to trust but myself, owing to the circumstances of which I spoke. I want to get back as soon as possible—I hope in a few weeks, though how I shall manage without any Italian, heaven may know—I don't! Do you speak it?"


  "A little."


  "Well, I wish I could have you with me. You'd make a splendid companion for an old woman like me: young, good to look at, energetic (or you wouldn't be travelling about alone), brave (conquered your fear of Beau), accomplished (three languages, and goodness knows what besides!), presence of mind (the way you whisked my clothes off), handy (I never tasted better tea)—altogether you sum up ideally. What a pity you're rich, and out of the market!"


  "If I look rich my appearance must be more distinguished than I supposed—and it's also very deceiving," said I.


  "You're rich enough to travel for pleasure in wagon-lits, and have silver-fitted bags."


  "I'm not travelling for pleasure. You exaggerate my bags and my wagon-lits, for I've only one of each; and both were given me by a friend who was at the Convent with me."


  "The Convent! Good heavens! are you an escaping nun?"


  I laughed. "I went to school at a Convent. That was when I thought I was going to be rich—at least, rich enough to be like other girls. And if I am 'escaping' from something, it isn't from the arms of religion."


  "If you're not rich, and aren't going to relatives, why not take an engagement with me? Come, I'm in earnest. I always make up my mind suddenly, if it's anything important, and hardly ever regret it. I'm sure we should suit. You've got no nonsense about you."


  "Oh yes I have, lots!" I broke in. "That's all I have left—that, and my sense of humour. But seriously, you're very kind—to take me on faith like this—especially when you began by thinking me mysterious. I'd accept thankfully, only—I'm engaged already."


  "To be married, I suppose you mean?"


  "Thank heaven, no! To a Princess."


  "Dear me, one would think you were a man hater!"


  "So I am, a one-man hater. What Simpkins is to you, that man is to me. And that's why I'm on my way to Cannes to be the companion of the Princess Boriskoff, who's said to be rather deaf and very quick-tempered, as well as elderly and a great invalid. She sheds her paid companions as a tree sheds its leaves in winter. I hear that Europe is strewn with them."


  "Nice prospect for you!"


  "Isn't it? But beggars mustn't be choosers."


  "You don't look much like a beggar."


  "Because I can make my own dresses and hats—and nightgowns."


  "Well, if your Princess sheds you, let me know, and you may live yet to deliver me from Simpkins. I feel you'd be equal to it! My address is—but I'll give you a card." And, burrowing under her pillow, she unearthed a fat handbag from which, after some fumbling, she presented me with a visiting-card, enamelled in an old-fashioned way. I read: "Miss Paget, 34a Eaton Square. Broomlands House, Surrey."


  "Now you're not to lose that," she impressed upon me. "Write if you're scattered over Europe by this Russian (I never did believe much in Princesses, excepting, of course, our own dear Royalties), or if you ever come to England. Even if it's years from now, I assure you Beau and I won't have forgotten you. As for your address—"


  "I haven't any," I said. "At present I'm depending on the Princess for one. She's at the Hotel Majestic Palace, Cannes; but from what my friend Pam—the Comtesse de Nesle—says, I fancy she doesn't stop long in any town. It was the Comtesse de Nesle who got me the place. She's the only one who knows where I'm going, because—after a fashion, I'm running away to be the Princess's companion."


  "Running away from the Man?"


  "Yes; also from my relatives who're sure it's my duty to be his companion. So you see I can't give you their address. I've ceased to have any right to it. And now I really think I had better go back to bed."


  Chapter II
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  At half-past ten this morning we parted, the best of friends, and I dropped a good-bye kiss into the deep black gorge between the promontories of Beau's velvet forehead and plush nose.


  We'd had breakfast together, Miss Paget and I, to say nothing of the dog, and I felt rather cheerful. Of course I dreaded the Princess; but I always did like adventures, and it appeared to me distinctly an adventure to be a companion, even in misery. Besides, it was nice to have come away from Monsieur Charretier, and to feel that not only did he not know where I was, but that he wasn't likely to find out. Poor me! I little guessed what an adventure on a grand scale I was in for. Already this morning seems a long time ago; a year at the Convent used to seem shorter.


  I drove up to the hotel in the omnibus which was at the station, and asked at the office for the Princess Boriskoff. I said that I was Mademoiselle d'Angely, and would they please send word to the Princess, because she was expecting me.


  It was a young assistant manager who received me, and he gave me a very queer, startled sort of look when I said this, as if I were a suspicious person, and he didn't quite know whether it would be better to answer me or call for help.


  "I haven't made a mistake, have I?" I asked, beginning to be anxious. "This is the hotel where the Princess is staying, isn't it?"


  "She was staying here," the youth admitted. "But—"


  "Has she gone?"


  "Not exactly."


  "She must be either here or gone."


  Again he regarded me with suspicion, as if he did not agree with my statement.


  "Are you a relative of the Princess?" he inquired.


  "No, I'm engaged to be her companion."


  "Oh! If that is all! But perhaps, in any case, it will be better to wait for the manager. He will be here presently. I do not like to take the responsibility."


  "The responsibility of what?" I persisted, my heart beginning to feel like a patter of rain on a tin roof.


  "Of telling you what has happened."


  "If something has happened, I can't wait to hear it. I must know at once," I said, with visions of all sorts of horrid things: that the Princess had decided not to have a companion, and was going to disown me; that my cousin Madame Milvaine had somehow found out everything; that Monsieur Charretier had got on my track, and was here in advance waiting to pounce upon me.


  "It is a thing which we do not want to have talked about in the hotel," the young man hesitated.


  "I assure you I won't talk to any one. I don't know any one to talk to."


  "It is very distressing, but the Princess Boriskoff died about four o'clock this morning, of heart failure."


  "Oh!" ... I could not get out another word.


  "These things are not liked in hotels, even when not contagious."


  The assistant manager looked gloomily at me, as if I might be held responsible for the inconvenient event; but still I could not speak.


  "Especially in the high season. It is being kept secret. That is the custom. In some days, or less, it will leak out, but not till the Princess has—been removed. You will kindly not mention it, mademoiselle. This is very bad for us."


  No, I would kindly not mention it, but it was worse for me than for them. The Hotel Majestic Palace looked rich; very, very rich. It had heaps of splendid mirrors and curtains, and imitation Louis XVI. sofas, and everything that a hotel needs to make it happy and successful, while I had nothing in the world except what I stood up in, one fitted bag, one small box, and thirty-two francs. I didn't quite see, at first sight, what I was to do; but neither did the assistant manager see what that had to do with him.


  Once I knew a girl who was an actress, and on tour in the country she nearly drowned herself one day. When the star heard of it, he said: "How should we have played to-night if you'd been dead—without an understudy, too?"


  At this moment I knew just how the girl must have felt when the star said that.


  "I—I think I must stay here a day or two, until I can—arrange things," I managed to stammer. "Have you a small single room disengaged?"


  "We have one or two small north rooms which are usually occupied by valets and maids," the young man informed me. "They are twelve francs a day."


  "I'll take one," I replied. And then I added anxiously: "Have any relatives of the Princess come?"


  "None have come; and certainly none will come, as it would now be too late. Her death was very sudden. The Princess's maid knows what to do. She is an elderly woman, experienced. The suite occupied by Her Highness will be free to-morrow."


  "Oh! And had she no friends here?"


  "I do not think the Princess was a lady who made friends. She was very proud and considered herself above other people. Would you like to see your room, mademoiselle? I will send some one to take you up to it. It will be on the top floor."


  I was in a mood not to care if it had been on the roof, or in the cellar. I hardly knew where I was going, as a few minutes later a still younger youth piloted me across a large square hall toward a lift; but I was vaguely conscious that a good many smart-looking people were sitting or standing about, and that they glanced at me as I went by. I hoped dimly that I didn't appear conspicuously pale and stricken.


  Just in front of the lift door a tall woman was talking to a little man. There was an instant of delay while my guide and I waited for them to move, and before they realized that we were waiting.


  "They say the poor thing is no worse than yesterday, however, my maid tells me—" The lady had begun in a low, mysterious tone, but broke off suddenly when it dawned upon her that she was obstructing the way.


  I knew instinctively who was the subject of the whispered conversation, and I couldn't help fixing my eyes almost appealingly on the tall woman; for though she was middle-aged and not pretty, her voice was so nice and she looked so kind that I felt a longing to have her for a friend. She had probably been acquainted with Princess Boriskoff, I said to myself, or she would not be talking of her now, with bated breath, as a "poor thing."


  Evidently the lady had been waiting for the lift to come down, for when my guide rang and it descended she took a step forward, giving a friendly little nod to her companion, and saying, "Well, I must go. I feel sure it's true about her."


  Then, instead of sailing ahead of me into the lift, as she had a perfect right to do, being much older and far more important than I, and the first comer as well, she hesitated with a pleasant half smile, as much as to say, "You're a stranger. I give up my right to you."


  "Oh, please!" I said, stepping aside to let her pass, which she did, making room for me to sit down beside her on the narrow plush-covered seat. But I didn't care to sit. I was so crushed, it seemed that, if once I sat down I shouldn't have courage to rise up again and wrestle with the difficulties of life.


  The lady got out on the second floor, throwing back a kindly glance, as if she took a little interest in me, and wanted me to know it. I suppose it must have been because I was tired and nervous after a whole night without sleep that the shock I'd just received was too much for me. Anyway, that kind glance made a lump rise in my throat, and the lump forced tears into my eyes. I looked down instantly, so that she shouldn't see them and think me an idiot, but I was afraid she did.


  The young man who was taking me up to the top floor, and treating me rather nonchalantly because I was a North Roomer and a Twelve Francer, waved the lift boy aside to open the door himself for the lady; so that I knew she must be considered a person worth conciliating.


  Shut up in my ten-by-six-foot room, I tried to compose myself and make plans; but to make plans on thirty-two francs, when you've no home, and would be far from it even if you had one; when you've nobody to help you, and wouldn't want to ask them if you had—is about as hard as to play the piano brilliantly without ever having taken a lesson. With Princess Boriskoff dead, with Pamela de Nesle sailing for New York to-morrow morning, and no other intimate friends rich enough to do anything for me, even if they were willing to help me fly in the face of Providence and Madame Milvaine, it did seem (as Pamela herself would say) as though I were rather "up against it."


  The thought of Miss Paget suddenly jumped into my head, and the wish that, somehow, I had kept her up my sleeve as a last resort, in case she really were in earnest about her offer. But she hadn't told me where she was going in Italy, and it would be of no use writing to one of her English addresses, as I couldn't stop on where I was, waiting for an answer.


  Altogether things were very bad with me.


  After I had sat down and thought for a while, I rang, and asked for the housekeeper. A hint or two revealed that she was aware of what had happened, and, explaining that I was to have been Princess Boriskoff's companion, I said that I must see the Princess's maid. She must come to my room. I must have a talk with her.


  Presently, after an interval which may have been meant to emphasize her dignity, appeared a pale, small Russian woman whose withered face was as tragic and remote from the warmth of daily life as that of the eldest Fate.


  She could speak French, and we talked together. Yes, her mistress had died very suddenly, but she and the doctors had always known that it might happen so, at any moment. It was hard for me, but—what would you? Life was hard. It might have been that I would have found life hard with Her Highness. What was to be, would be. I must write to my friends. It was not in her power to do anything for me. Her Highness had left no instructions. These things happened. Well! one made the best of them. There was nothing more to say.


  So we said nothing more, and the woman moved away silently, as if to funeral music, to prepare for her journey to Russia. I—went down to luncheon.


  One always does go down to luncheon while one is still inclined to keep up appearances before oneself; but the restaurant was large and terribly magnificent, with a violent rose-coloured carpet, and curtains which made me, in my frightened pallor, with my pale yellow hair and my gray travelling dress, feel like a poor little underground celery-stalk flung into a sunlit strawberry-bed, amid a great humming of bees.


  The vast rosy sea was thickly dotted with many small table-islands that glittered appetizingly with silver and glass; but I could not have afforded to acknowledge an appetite even if I'd had one.


  My conversation with the Russian woman had made me rather late. Most of the islands were inhabited, and as I was piloted past them by a haughty head waiter I heard people talking about golf, tennis, croquet, bridge, reminding me that I was in a place devoted to the pursuit of pleasure.


  The most desirable islands were next the windows, therefore the one at which I dropped anchor (for I'd changed from a celery-stalk into a little boat now) was exactly in the middle of the room, with no view save of faces and backs of heads.


  One of the faces was that of the lady who had gone up with me in the lift; and now and then, from across the distance that separated us, I saw her glance at me. She sat alone at a table that had beautiful roses on it, and she read a book as she ate.


  One ordered here à la carte: there was no déjeuner à prix fixe; and it took courage to tell a waiter who looked like a weary young duke that I would have consommé and bread, with nothing, no, nothing to follow.


  Oh! the look he gave me, as if I had annexed the table under false pretences!


  Suddenly the chorus of an American song ran with mocking echoes through my brain. I had heard Pamela sing it at the Convent:


  
    The waiter roared it through the hall:

    "We don't give bread with one fish-ball!

    We-don't-give-bread with one fish-ba-a-ll!"

  


  I half expected some such crushing protest, and it was only when the weary duke had turned his back, presumably to execute my order, that I sank into my chair with a sigh of relief after strain.


  Just at that moment I met the eye of the lady of the lift, and when the waiter reappeared with a small cup, on a charger large enough to have upheld the head of John the Baptist, she looked again. In five minutes I had finished the consommé, and it became painful to linger. Rising, I made for the door, which seemed a mile away, and I did not lift my head in passing the table where the lady sat behind her roses. I heard a rustling as I went by, however, a crisp rustling like flower-leaves whispering in a breeze, or a woman's silk ruffles stroking each other, which followed me out into the hall.


  Then the pleasant voice I had heard near the lift spoke behind me:


  "Won't you have your coffee with me in the garden?"


  I could hardly believe at first that it was for me the invitation was intended, but turning with a little start, I saw it repeated in a pair of gentle gray eyes set rather wide apart in a delicate, colourless face.


  "Oh! thank you!" I hesitated. "I—"


  "Do forgive me," went on the lady, "but your face interested me this morning, and as we're all rather curious about strangers—we idle ones here—I took the liberty of asking the manager who you were. He told me—"


  "About the Princess?" I asked, when she paused as if slightly embarrassed.


  "He told me that you said you had come to Cannes to be her companion. He didn't tell me she was dead, poor woman, but—there are some things one knows by instinct, by intuition, aren't there? And then—I couldn't help seeing, or perhaps only imagining, that you looked sad and worried. You are very young, and are here all alone, and so—I thought perhaps you wouldn't mind my speaking to you?"


  "I'm very grateful," I said, "for your interest. And it's so good of you to ask me to have coffee with you." (I was almost sure, too, that she had hurried away in the midst of her luncheon to do this deed of kindness.)


  "Perhaps, after all, you'll come with me to my own sitting-room," she suggested. "We can talk more quietly there; and though the garden's quite lovely, it's rather too glaring at this time of day."


  We went up in the lift together, and the moment she opened the door of her sitting-room I saw that she had contrived to make it look like herself. She talked only about her books and photographs and flowers until the coffee had come, and we seemed better acquainted. Then she told me that she was Lady Kilmarny—"Irish in every drop in her veins"; and presently set herself to draw me out.


  I began by making up my mind not to pour forth all my troubles, lest she should think that I wanted to take advantage of her kindness and sponge upon her for help; but she was irresistible, as only a true Irishwoman can be, and the first thing I knew, I had emptied my heart of its worries.
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"You will have to go back to the cousins you've been living with in Paris," pronounced Lady Kilmarny. "You're much too young and pretty to be anywhere alone."

"I can't go on living with them unless I promise to marry Monsieur Charretier," I explained. "I'd rather scrub floors than marry Monsieur Charretier[1q]."

"You'd never finish one floor. The second would finish you. I thought French girls—well, then, half French girls—usually let their people arrange their marriages."

"Perhaps I'm not usual. I hope Monsieur Charretier isn't."

"Is he such a monster?"

"He is fat, especially in all the places he oughtn't to be fat. And old. But worse than his embonpoint and his nose, he made his money in—you could never guess."

"I see by your face, my poor child: it was Liver Pills."

"Something far more dreadful."

"Are there lower depths?"

"There are—Corn Plasters."

"Oh, my dear, you are quite right! You couldn't marry him."

"Thank you so much! Then, I can't go back to my cousins. They—they take Monsieur Charretier seriously. I think they even take his plasters—gratuitously."

"Is he so very rich?"

"But disgustingly rich. He has an awful, bulbous new château in the country, with dozens of incredibly high-powered motor-cars; and in the most expensive part of Paris a huge apartment wriggling from floor to ceiling with Nouveau Art. The girl who marries him will have to be smeared with diamonds, and know the most appalling people. In fact, she'll have to be a kind of walking, pictorial advertisement for the success of Charretier's Corn Plasters."

"He must know some nice people, since he knows relations of yours."

"Thank you for the compliment, which I hope you pay me on circumstantial evidence. But it's deceiving. My mother, I believe, was the only nice person in her family. These cousins, husband and wife, brought mamma to Europe to live with them when she was a young girl, quite rich and an orphan. They were furious when she fell in love with papa, who was only a lieutenant with nothing but a very old name, the ruins of a castle that tourists paid francs to see, and a ramshackle house in Paris almost too dilapidated to let. It was a mere detail to them that he happened to be one of the best-looking and most agreeable young men in the world. They did nothing but say, 'I told you so!' for years, whenever anything disastrous happened—as it constantly did, for poor papa and mamma loved each other so much, and had so much fun, that they couldn't have time to be business-like. My cousins thought everything mamma did was a madness—such as sending me to the most fashionable convent school in France. As if I hadn't to be educated! And then, when the castle fell so to bits that tourists wouldn't bother with it any more, and nobody but rats would live in the Paris house unless it was repaired—and poor papa was killed in a horrid little Saturday-to-Monday war of no importance (except to people whose hearts it broke)—oh! I believe the cousins were glad! They thought it was a judgment. That happened years ago, when I was only fifteen, and though they've plenty of money (more than most people in the American colony) they didn't offer to help; and mamma would have died sooner than ask. I had to be snatched out of school, to find that all the beautiful dreams of being a happy débutante must go by contraries. We lived in the tumble-down house ourselves, mamma and I, and her friends rallied round her—she was so popular and pretty. They got her chances to give singing lessons, and me to do translating, and painting menus. We were happy again, after a while, in spite of all, and people were so good to us! Mamma used to hold a kind of salon, with all the brightest and best crowding to it, though they got nothing but sweet biscuits, vin ordinaire, and conversation—and besides, the house might have taken a fancy to fall down on their heads any minute. It was sporting of them to come at all!"

"And the cousins. Did they come?"

"Not they! They're of the society of the little Brothers and Sisters of the Rich. Their set was quite different from ours. But when mamma died nearly two years ago, and I was alone, they did call, and Cousin Emily offered me a home. I was to give up all my work, of course, which she considered degrading, and was simply to make myself useful to her as a daughter of the house might do. That was what she said."

"You accepted?"

"Yes. I didn't know her and her husband as well as I do now; and before she died mamma begged me to go to them, if they asked me. That was when Monsieur Charretier came on the scene—at least, he came a few months later, and I've had no peace since. Lately, things were growing more and more impossible, when my best friend, Comtesse de Nesle, came to my rescue and found (or thought she'd found) me this engagement with the Princess. As I told you, I simply ran away—sneaked away—and came here without any one but Pamela knowing. And now she—the Comtesse—is just sailing for New York with her husband."

"The Comtesse de Nesle—that pretty little American! I've met her in Paris—and at the Dublin Horse Show," exclaimed Lady Kilmarny. "Well, I wish I could take up the rescue work where she has laid it down. I think you are a most romantic little figure, and I'd love to engage you as my companion, only my husband and I are as poor as church mice. Like your father, we've nothing but our name and a few ruins. When I come South for my health I can't afford such luxuries as a husband and a maid. I have to choose between them and a private sitting-room. So you see, I can't possibly indulge in a companion."

People seemed to be always wanting me as one, and then reluctantly abandoning me!

"Your kindness and sympathy have helped me a lot," said I.

"They won't pay your way."

"I have no way. So far as I can see, I shall have to stop in Cannes, anonymously so to speak, for the rest of my life."

"Where would you like to go, if you could choose—since you can't go to your relations?"

Again my thoughts travelled after Miss Paget, as if she had been a fat, red will-o'-the-wisp.

"To England, perhaps," I answered. "In a few weeks from now I might be able to find a position there." And I went on to tell, in as few words as possible, my adventure in the railway train.

"H'm!" said Lady Kilmarny. "We'll look her up in Who's Who, and see if she exists. If she's anybody, she'll be there. And Who's Who I always have with me, abroad. One meets so many pretenders, it's quite dangerous."

"How can you tell I'm not one?" I asked. "Yet you spoke to me."

"Why, you're down in a kind of invisible book, called 'You're You.' It's sufficient reference for me. Besides, if your two eyes couldn't be trusted, it would be easy to shed you."

Lady Kilmarny said this smilingly, as she found the red book, and passed her finger down the columns of P's.

"Yes, here's the name, and the two addresses on the visiting-card. She's the Honourable Maria Paget, only daughter of the late Baron Northfield. Yes, an engagement with her would be safe, if not agreeable. But how to get you to England?"

"Perhaps I could go as somebody's maid," I reflected aloud.

She looked at me sharply. "Would you do that?"

"It would be better than being an advertisement for Corn Plasters," I smiled.

"Then," said Lady Kilmarny, "perhaps, after all, I can help you. But no—I should never dare to suggest it! The thought of a girl like you—it would be too dreadful."
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When my father had been extravagant, he used to say gaily in self-defence that "one owed something to one's ancestors." Certainly, if it had not been for several of his ancestors, he would not have owed so much to his contemporaries. But in spite of their agreeable vices, or because of them, I was brought up in the cult of ancestor worship, as religiously as if I had been Chinese.

To be a d'Angely was a privilege, in our eyes, which not only supplied gilding for the gingerbread, but for the most economical substitutes.


"Ne roi je suis,

    Ne prince aussi,

    Je suis le Sire d'Angely,"



calmly remarked the gentleman of Louis XI.'s time, who became famous for hanging as many retainers as he liked, and defending his action by originating the family motto.

Mother also had ancestors who began to take themselves seriously somewhere about the time of the Mayflower, though for all we know they may have secured their passage in the steerage.

"A Courtenay can do anything," was their rather ambiguous motto, which suggested that it might have been started in self-defence, if not as a boast; and it (the name, not the motto) had been thoughtfully sandwiched in between my Lys and my d'Angely by my sponsors in baptism, that if necessary I might ever have an excuse at hand for any dark deed or infra dig-ness.

I used often to murmur the consoling mottoes to myself when pattering through muddy streets, too poor to take an omnibus, on the way to sell—or try to sell—my translations or my menus. But now, after all that's happened, if it is to strike conviction to my soul, I shall be obliged to yell it at the top of my mental lungs.

(That expression may sound ridiculous, but it isn't. We could not talk to ourselves as we do, in all kinds of voices, high or low, if we hadn't mental lungs, or at the least, sub-conscious-self lungs.)

Je suis the daughter of the last Sire d'Angely; and a Courtenay can do anything; so of course it's all right; and it's no good my ancestors turning in their graves, for they'll only make themselves uncomfortable without changing my mind.

I, Lys d'Angely, am going to be a lady's-maid; or rather, I am going to be the maid of an extremely rich person who calls herself a lidy.

It's perfectly awful, or awfully comic, according to the point of view, and I swing from one to the other, pushed by my fastidiousness to my sense of humour, and back again, in a way to make me giddy. But it's settled. I'm going to do it. I had almost to drag the suggestion out of Lady Kilmarny, who turned red and stammered as if I were the great lady, she the poor young girl in want of a situation.

There was, said she, a quaint creature in the hotel (one met these things abroad, and was obliged to be more or less civil to them) who resembled Monsieur Charretier in that she was disgustingly rich. It was not Corn Plasters. It was Liver Pills, the very same liver pills which had dropped into the mind of Lady Kilmarny when I hesitated to put into words the foundation of my pretendant's future. It was the Liver Pills which had eventually introduced into her brain the idea she falteringly embodied for me.

The husband of the quaint creature had invented the pills, even as Monsieur Charretier had invented his abomination. Because of the pills he had been made a Knight; at least, Lady Kilmarny didn't know any other reason. He was Sir Samuel Turnour (evolved from Turner), just married for the second time to a widow in whose head it was like the continual frothing of new wine to be "her ladyship."

Lady Turnour had lately quarrelled with a maid and dismissed her, Lady Kilmarny told me. Now, she was in immediate need of another, French (because French maids are fashionable) able to speak English, because the Turnour family had as yet mastered no other language. Lady Kilmarny believed that this was the honeymoon of the newly married pair, and that, after having paused on the wing at Cannes, for a little billing and cooing, they intended to pursue their travels in France for some weeks, before returning to settle down in England. "Her Ladyship" was asking everybody with whom she had contrived to scrape acquaintance (especially if they had titles) to recommend her a maid. Lady Kilmarny, as a member of the League against Cruelty to Animals, had determined that nothing would induce her to throw any poor mouse to this cat, even if she heard of a mouse plying for hire; but here was I in a dreadful scrape, professing myself ready to snap at anything except Corn Plasters; and she felt bound to mention that the mousetrap was open, the cheese waiting to be nibbled.

"Do you think she'd have me?" I asked—"the quaint creature, her ladyship?"

"Only too likely that she would," said Lady Kilmarny. "But remember, the worst is, she doesn't know she's a quaint creature. She is quite happy about herself, offensively happy, and would consider you the 'creature.' A truly awful person, my dear. A man in this hotel—the little thing you saw me talking to this morning, knows all about them both. I think they began in Peckham or somewhere. They would, you know, and call it 'S.W.' She was a chemist's daughter, and he was the humble assistant, long before the Pill materialized, so she refused him, and married a dashing doctor. But unfortunately he dashed into the bankruptcy court, and afterward she probably nagged him to death. Anyway he died—but not till long after Sam Turner had taken pity on some irrelevant widow, as his early love was denied him. The widow had a boy, to whom the stepfather was good—(really a very decent person according to his lights!) and kept on making pills and millions, until last year he lost his first wife and got a knighthood. The old love was a widow by this time, taking in lodgers in some neighbourhood where you do take lodgers, and Sir Samuel found and gathered her like a late rose. Naturally she puts on all the airs in the world, and diamonds in the morning. She'll treat you like the dirt under her feet, because that's her conception of her part—and yours. But I'll introduce you to her if you like."

After a little reflection, I did like; but as it seemed to me that there'd better not be two airs in the family, I said that I'd put on none at all, and make no pretensions.

"She's the kind that doesn't know a lady or gentleman without a label," my kind friend warned me. "You must be prepared for that."

"I'll be prepared for anything," I assured her. But when it came to the test, I wasn't quite.

Lady Kilmarny wrote a line to Lady Turnour, and asked if she might bring a maid to be interviewed—a young woman whom she could recommend. The note was sent down to the bride (who of course had the best suite in the hotel, on the first floor) and presently an answer came—saying that Her Ladyship would be pleased to receive Lady Kilmarny and the person in question.

Suddenly I felt that I must go alone. "Please leave me to my fate," I said. "I should be too self-conscious if you were with me. Probably I should laugh in her face, or do something dreadful."

"Very well," Lady Kilmarny agreed. "Perhaps you're right. Say that I sent you, and that, though you've never been with me, friends of mine know all about you. You might tell her that you were to have travelled with the Princess Boriskoff. That will impress her. She would kiss the boot of a Princess. Afterward, come up and tell me how you got on with 'Her Ladyship.'"

I was stupid to be nervous, and told myself so; but as I knocked at the door of the suite reserved for Millionaires and other Royalties, my heart was giving little ineffective jumps in my breast, like—as my old nurse used to say—"a frog with three legs."

"Come in!" called a voice with sharp, jagged edges.

I opened the door. In a private drawing-room as different as the personality of one woman from another, sat Lady Turnour. She faced me as I entered, so I had a good look at her, before casting down my eyes and composing my countenance to the self-abnegating meekness which I conceived fitting to a femme de chambre comme il faut.

She was enthroned on a sofa. One could hardly say less, there was so much of her, and it was all arranged as perfectly as if she were about to be photographed. No normal woman, merely sitting down, with no other object than to be comfortable, would curve the tail of her gown round in front of her like a sickle; or have just the point of one shoe daintily poised on a footstool; or the sofa-cushions at exactly the right angle behind her head to make a background; or the finger with all her best rings on it, keeping the place in an English illustrated journal.

I dared not believe that she had posed for me. It must have been for Lady Kilmarny; and that I alone should see the picture was a bad beginning.

She is of the age when a woman can still tell people that she is forty, hoping they will exclaim politely, "Impossible!"

It is not enough for her to be a Ladyship and a millionairess. She will be a beauty as well, or at all costs she will be looked at. To that end are her eyebrows and lashes black as jet, her undulated hair crimson, her lips a brighter shade of the same colour, and her skin of magnolia pallor, like the heroines of the novels which are sure to be her favourites. Once, she must have been handsome, a hollyhock queen of a kitchen-garden kingdom; but she would be far more attractive now if only she had "abdicated," as nice middle-aged women say in France.

Her dress was the very latest dream of a neurotic Parisian modiste, and would have been seductive on a slender girl. On her—well, at least she would have her wish in it—she would not pass unnoticed!

She looked surprised at sight of me, and I saw she didn't realize that I was the expected candidate.

"Lady Kilmarny couldn't come," I began to explain, "and—"

"Oh!" she cut me short. "So you are the young person she is recommending as a maid."

I corrected Miss Paget when she called me a "young woman," but times have changed since then, and in future I must humbly consent to be a young person, or even a creature.

For a minute I forgot, and almost sat down. It would have been the end of me if I had! Luckily I remembered What I was, and stood before my mistress, trying to look like Patience
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[image: While I wrestled with a bodice as snug as the head of a drum...]
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