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麦琪的礼物
 


(1)








一美元八十七美分，一共就这么多，其中还有六毛是一分一分的硬币。这些钱，都是德拉厚着脸皮，从杂货店老板、菜贩子还有肉店老板那儿软磨硬泡，一个子儿一个子儿硬抠下来的。她自己也知道，这样斤斤计较，人家嘴上不说，但免不了背地里笑话，以至于有时自己脸上也暗暗发烧。德拉反复数了三遍，数来数去还是一美元八十七美分，而明天，就是圣诞节了。

除了扑倒在家里那张破旧的小床上号啕大哭一场之外，还有什么办法呢？

德拉也只得如此，这不由得让人感慨万千：生活不过是哭泣、抽噎和微笑三者而已，其中抽噎的时刻占据了生活的一大部分。

这位家庭主妇的悲伤正从第一阶段缓缓步入第二阶段，还是让我们先来看看这个家吧。一套带家具出租的公寓，每周房租八美元。尽管没有破烂到难以用言语形容的地步，可和贫民窟真是毫无二致。

楼下的过道里有个信箱，可从来没有信件被投递进去；还有一个电铃按钮，也从没有谁能按响电铃。此外，旁边还有一张名片，上写着“詹姆斯·迪林厄姆·杨先生”。

“迪林厄姆”这几个字是名片主人当年春风得意之际，一时心血来潮加上去的，那时他每周能挣三十美元。现在，他每周的收入缩减到二十美元，“迪林厄姆”这个名字的几个字母也显得模糊起来，似乎它们正在认真考虑，是否应该缩写成谦逊而又低调的字母D。不过，每当詹姆斯·迪林厄姆·杨先生回到家，走进自己楼上的房间时，詹姆斯·迪林厄姆·杨太太——刚刚提到的德拉，总是亲切地叫他“吉姆”，还送上一个热烈的拥抱。这一切，自然非常美好。

德拉痛哭之后，往脸上抹了点儿粉。她站在窗前，呆呆地望着灰蒙蒙的后院，一只毛色灰白的猫正在灰白色的篱笆上漫步。明天就是圣诞节了，而她，给吉姆买礼物的钱只有那一美元八十七美分。这几个月以来，她尽了最大的努力节省每一分钱，积攒下来，最终也只有这么多。一周二十美元的收入实在不经花，支出总是比她计划的多，周周如此。给吉姆买礼物的钱只有一美元八十七美分，她的吉姆啊！她曾花了多少幸福的时光，筹划着要送他一件像样的礼物，一件精致、珍奇、贵重的礼物，至少应该能差不多配得上吉姆才成啊。

房间的两扇窗子之间有一面镜子——也许你见过每周房租八美元的公寓里的那种镜子。一个非常瘦小灵巧的人，通过观察自己一连串的纵向影像，可能会对自己的容貌得到一个大致准确的概念。德拉身材苗条，早已精通了这门艺术。

突然，她旋风般地从窗口转过身，站到了镜子前面，双眸晶莹闪亮。但不到二十秒钟，她的脸上就黯然失色了。她飞快地拆开头发，让它完全披散开来。

现在，詹姆斯·迪林厄姆·杨夫妇俩各有一件引以为自豪的宝贝。一件是吉姆的金表，是他祖父传给父亲，父亲又传给他的；另一件就是德拉的一头秀发。即使天井对面的公寓里住着希巴女王，德拉只要哪天把头发披散下来，伸到窗外晾干，就足以使女王的珍宝贡品黯然失色；即使所罗门王在地下室里堆满了金银珠宝，国王又亲自充当守门人，只要吉姆从门前路过，掏出他的金表，就足以让所罗门王嫉妒得吹胡子瞪眼睛。

此时此刻，德拉那一头美丽的秀发披散在她的周围，微波起伏，光芒闪耀，恰似一道棕色的瀑布。她的长发垂及膝下，又仿佛是一件华衣加身。接着，她又神经质地飞快梳理好头发。有那么一会儿，她恍惚踌躇，一动不动地站着，任一两颗眼泪滴落在破旧的红地毯上。

她穿上那件破旧的棕色外衣，戴上破旧的棕色帽子，裙摆飘扬地走出房门，下楼来到街上，眼睛里晶莹的泪花还在闪烁。

她在一家店前停了下来，只见招牌上写着“索弗罗妮夫人——专营各式头发制品”。德拉一口气冲上楼梯，累得气喘吁吁，接着定了定神。那位夫人身材庞大，面色苍白，冷若冰霜，同“索弗罗妮”的雅号一点儿都不匹配。

“你愿意买我的头发吗？”德拉问。

“我买头发，”夫人说，“把帽子摘下来，让我看看你头发的成色。”

棕色的长发如瀑布般倾泻了下来。

“二十美元。”夫人一边用手老练地抓起头发，一边说。

“快点儿把钱给我。”德拉说。

啊！接下来的两个小时犹如插上了玫瑰色的翅膀，愉快地一掠而过。别管我这个词不达意的比喻了，反正德拉正在一家家店铺里四处搜寻，为吉姆挑选礼物。

终于找到了！毫无疑问，那就是为吉姆量身打造的。她找遍了每一家商铺，哪儿也没有这么合适的东西了。那是一条白金表链，款式简洁大方。它质地上乘，品质优良，单凭这点就足以彰显非凡价值，而无需庸俗花哨的装饰——一切好东西都是如此。而且它刚好配那只金表。她一看见这条表链，就知道它非吉姆莫属。这条表链就像吉姆本人，稳重沉静，而且身价非凡——这样的形容对两者都恰如其分。买表链花了她二十一美元，揣着仅剩的八十七美分，她匆匆忙忙地赶回家。配上这条链子，无论在任何场合，吉姆都可以大大方方地看时间了。原来，虽然这只表华丽珍贵，但因为用的是旧皮带凑合充当的表链，吉姆只敢偶尔偷偷瞥上一眼。

回家之后，德拉的狂喜渐渐消退下去，变得审慎而理智起来。她找出烫发铁钳，点燃煤气，开始动手修补因为爱情和慷慨所造成的损坏。亲爱的朋友们，这永远都是一件极其艰巨的任务，而且是相当了不起的任务啊。

不到四十分钟，她的头上密密麻麻地布满了细小的卷发，紧贴着头皮，使她看起来活像一个逃学的小男孩。她盯着镜子里的自己，左看右看，挑剔地照了又照。

“吉姆要是看我一眼，不把我宰掉才怪呢，”她自言自语，“他肯定会说我像个科尼岛上歌剧合唱队里的卖唱姑娘。但我又有什么办法呢……唉，只有一美元八十七美分，能买什么呢？”

七点钟，她煮好了咖啡，煎锅也放在了炉子上加热，随时准备煎牛排。

吉姆一向准时回家。德拉手心里攥着对折好的白金表链，坐在离他必经之门最近的桌子角上。然后，她听见下面楼梯远远地传来了他上楼的脚步声，顿时紧张得面色苍白。她有个习惯，就是经常为了日常生活中最微不足道的琐事默默祈祷。此刻，她轻声祷告：“上帝保佑，让他觉得我还和往常一样漂亮吧。”

门开了，吉姆走进来，随手又把门关上。他显得瘦削，神情严肃。可怜的人儿，他才二十二岁，就肩负起了家庭的重担！他需要一件新大衣，而且连手套也没有呢。

吉姆进屋后就站在门口，一动不动，好像猎犬嗅到了鹌鹑的气味。他的双眼紧紧盯在德拉身上，流露出她琢磨不透的神情，让她感到恐惧。既不是愤怒，也不是惊讶，既不是反对，也不是厌恶，总之完全不是她所能预料的任何一种神情。他仅仅是目不转睛地死死盯住德拉，神情诡异。

德拉扭身从桌上跳了下来，向他走去。

“吉姆！亲爱的，”她喊道，“别这样盯着我。我把头发剪掉卖了，因为不给你买件礼物，我根本没法过圣诞节。头发会再长起来的——你不会介意吧，是吗？我只能如此，没有别的办法。我的头发长得快极了。说‘圣诞快乐’吧！吉姆，让我们高高兴兴的。你肯定猜不到我给你买了一件多么好的——多么美丽精致的礼物！”

“你已经把头发剪掉了？”吉姆吃力地问道，似乎绞尽脑汁也没弄明白这显而易见的事实。

“剪掉卖了，”德拉说，“没了头发你还是会一样喜欢我，对吗？现在我还是我嘛，是不是？”

吉姆神情古怪地四下望望这个房间。

“你是说你的头发已经没有了吗？”他傻乎乎地问。

“你不用找啦，”德拉说，“我都告诉你了，头发已经卖了——卖掉了，没有啦。这是圣诞平安夜，亲爱的，你要好好对我，为了你，我才卖的。也许我的头发能数得清楚，”突然，她的语气变得格外温柔，“可是，我对你的恩爱没人能数得清。我把牛排煎上好吗，吉姆？”

吉姆好像一下从恍惚中清醒过来，一把就把德拉紧紧地抱在了怀里。现在，别着急，让我们先花十秒钟从另一角度谨慎地考虑一下某个与他俩并不相关的问题。每周八美元和一年一百万美元的房租，有什么差别呢？数学家和智者都会给你错误的答案。圣贤带来了宝贵的礼物，但这件东西却不在其中。这句晦涩难懂的话，看过下文自会明白。

吉姆从大衣口袋里掏出一个小包，放在了桌上。

“千万别误会，德尔，”他说道，“无论是剪发也好，修发也罢，都没有关系，都不会降低一丝我对你的感情。不过，只要你打开那包东西，你就会明白我刚才为什么有那样的表情。”

德拉的纤纤素手灵巧地解开了包装带，打开包装纸。顿时传来一声欣喜若狂的尖叫，紧接着，哎！又突然变成了女性神经质的泪水和哭泣。这间公寓的男主人只得使尽浑身解数，千方百计地劝慰他的妻子。

原来，摆在桌上的是梳子——一整套梳子，包括梳两鬓用的，梳后面用的，样样俱全。那正是德拉很久以前在百老汇一个橱窗里见过后，艳羡不已且渴望拥有的。美丽的发梳，纯玳瑁制成，边上镶嵌着珠宝——颜色正好同她失去的美发相匹配。她知道，这套梳子价格昂贵，所以对此，她仅仅是羡慕、渴望而已，从未想到能真正拥有。而现在，这一切居然属于她了。可惜，能与这梦寐以求的装饰品相得益彰的美丽长发已经无影无踪了。

不过，她依然把发梳紧紧贴在胸前，过了好一会儿，才抬起泪水迷蒙的双眼，微笑着说：“吉姆，我的头发很快就能长出来！”

随后，德拉像只被烫着的小猫一样跳了起来，叫道：“哦！对了！”

吉姆还没有瞧见他的美丽礼物呢。她迫不及待地摊开手掌，把礼物递到他面前，那没有知觉的贵重金属闪亮着，好像是她的欢快与热忱在闪动。

“漂亮吗，吉姆？我搜遍了全城才找到了它。现在，你一天看一百次时间都可以了。把表给我，我要看看它配上表链有多漂亮。”

吉姆没有照德拉说的做，反而倒在了小床上，两手枕在脑后，微笑着。

“德尔，”他说，“让我们把圣诞礼物暂且保存，收起来吧。它们实在太好了，目前还用不着。为了给你买梳子，我把金表卖了。现在，你去煎牛排吧。”

正如诸位所知，三圣贤都是智者，是聪明绝顶的人，他们带来礼物，送给出生在马槽里的耶稣。他们发明出互赠圣诞礼物的习俗。由于他们智慧过人，毫无疑问，他们的礼物也是聪明的礼物，如果碰上互赠的东西完全一样，可能还有调换的权利。而我在这里笨拙地给大家讲了住在公寓里的两个傻孩子平淡无奇的故事，他们极不明智地为了对方献出了自己最最宝贵的东西。不过，最后让我对当今的聪明人说一句话，在一切馈赠礼物的人当中，他们两个是最聪明的；在一切馈赠又接受礼物的人当中，像他们两个这样的人才是最聪明的。无论在任何地方，他们都是最聪明的。

他们就是圣贤。





————————————————————




(1)

  麦琪：Magi，是“Magus”的复数形式，源自《圣经·马太福音》第二章：耶稣诞生后，东方三博士（又称三贤人）“在东方看见他的星，特来拜他。”“看见小孩子和他母亲玛利亚，就伏拜那小孩子，揭开宝盒，拿黄金、乳香、没药为礼物献给他。”Magi意为送人礼物的“贤人”。作者在此处用这个典故表明，他认为夫妻俩都是“贤人”。本篇也译做《圣贤的礼物》。





人外有人



我和杰夫·彼得斯坐在普罗文萨诺餐厅的一个角落里。一边吃着意大利面，彼得斯一边向我讲解三种不同类型的骗局。

每年冬天，杰夫总要到纽约来吃意大利面，顺便裹着厚厚的灰狐皮大衣看伊斯特河装卸货物，把一批在芝加哥订做的衣服囤积在富尔顿大街的一家店里。其余三个季节里，他的活动范围都在纽约以西，在斯律坎和坦帕之间。他颇有些职业荣誉感，一本正经地用一套独特的伦理哲学为他从事的行业辩解。其实，他的行业并无新意可言，他本人就是一个分文没有的无限公司，专门收集他那些不安分守己又愚昧轻率的同胞们的钞票。

杰夫每年都到纽约这个高楼大厦林立的蛮荒之地来消磨他寂寞的假期；每到这时候，就像小男孩儿喜欢在日落时分到树林吹口哨一样，他也喜欢吹嘘他的种种业绩。因此，我在日历上标出他要来纽约的日子，并事先和普罗文萨诺餐厅打好招呼，让他们在漂亮的橡胶树盆景旁的角落里，给我们留一张还有酒迹的桌子，桌子旁的墙上有幅不知名的宫廷画。

“世上有两种骗局，法律应予以取缔，一种是华尔街的投机，另一种是入室盗窃。”杰夫说。

“取缔其中一项，几乎人人都会同意。”我笑着说。

“嗯，盗窃也应当取缔。”杰夫说，听他这么说，我觉得刚才不该笑。

“大约在三个月前，”杰夫说，“我有幸结识两个人，他们分别是刚才提到的两类非法活动的代表人物。一个是入室盗窃者联盟的会员，另一个是金融界的约翰·D．拿破仑。”

“那倒真是巧了，”我打了个呵欠，说道，“我有没有告诉过你，上星期在拉马波斯河岸，我一枪打到了一只鸭子和一只地松鼠？”我非常清楚怎么让杰夫说得更来劲儿。

“让我先和你说说这些害人的家伙是怎么用恶毒的心玷污了公正的泉水，妨碍了社会生活的正常运转。”杰夫说着，眼中闪烁着揭发别人罪恶的人的那种纯洁目光。

“我刚才说过，三个月前我交友不慎。人生在世，只有在两种情况下才会发生这样的事：一种是一文不名的时候，另一种就是腰缠万贯的时候。

“最合法的买卖也难免遇到倒霉的时候。我在阿肯色州的一个岔路口拐错了弯，闯进了彼文镇。去年春天前后，我好像到过彼文镇做生意，把当地人害得不浅。我在那儿推销了六百元的果树苗，其中有李子树、樱桃树、桃树和梨树。彼文镇的人眼巴巴地盯着大路上过往的行人，就等我再从那里经过。我驾着马车，沿着大路一直驶到水晶宫药房，才发现我和我的那匹白马‘比尔’已经落进了埋伏圈。

“彼文镇的人出乎意料地抓住了我和比尔，开始跟我谈并非和果树完全无关的话题。领头的一伙人把马车上的挽绳穿在我马甲的袖孔里，拖着我去看他们的果园。

“他们的果树并没有按照标签上写明的规格生长，大多都长成了柿子树和山茱萸，间或有一两丛黑皮橡树和白杨。唯一一株貌似结了果的是一棵茁壮的小白杨，上面挂着一个黄蜂窝和半件女人的破背心。

“彼文镇的人就这样带着我们到处巡视，树不结果就归罪于我。他们抢走了我的手表和钞票，又扣下比尔和马车作为抵押。他们说，只要一株山茱萸六月结出一颗大桃子，我就可以领回我的物品。然后，他们抽出挽绳，指着落基山脉的方向叫我滚蛋。我便像刘易斯和克拉克
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 那样，直奔那片河流湍急、森林茂密的地区而去。

“等我神志清醒过来之后，我发现自己已经沿着圣菲铁路走到了一个不知名的小镇。彼文镇的人把我的口袋洗劫一空，只留下了烟草，看来他们并不想置我于死地——烟草救了我的命。我咬了一口烟草，坐在铁路旁的一堆枕木上，努力恢复我的思考能力和聪明才智。

“这时，一列货运快车从远方驶来，行近小镇时减慢了速度。车上掉下一团黑乎乎的东西，在掀起的尘埃中足足滚出了二十码。后来那个东西爬了起来，边吐着烟煤边咒骂。我定睛一看，原来是一个年轻人，宽脸盘，衣着很讲究，仿佛是坐卧铺的乘客，而不是偷搭货车的主儿。尽管浑身满是煤灰，他脸上仍然泛着笑意。

“‘摔下来啦？’我问。

“‘没有，’他说，‘自己跳下来的。我到站啦，这是什么镇？’

“‘我还没有查过地图呢，’我说，‘我大概只比你早到了五分钟。你感觉怎么样？’

“‘地太硬了，’他边说边转动着胳臂，‘我觉得这个肩膀——还行，没什么问题。’

“他弯下腰，掸着身上的尘土，不料从口袋里掉出一根九英寸长，窃贼专用的精巧钢棍。他连忙捡起来，先是仔细打量我，接着忽然咧嘴笑了起来，并向我伸出了手。

“‘兄弟，’他说，‘你好。去年夏天我不是在密苏里南部见过你吗？那时候你在推销一种染色沙子，五毛钱一茶匙，说是放在油灯里，可以防止灯油爆炸。’

“‘灯油是不会爆炸的，’我说，‘爆炸的是灯油形成的气体。’无论如何，我还是和他握了手。

“‘我叫比尔·巴西特，’他对我说，‘如果你把这当做职业自豪感，而不是当做狂妄自大的话，我不妨告诉你，你现在有幸相识的是密西西比河流域最高明的窃贼，从未失手。’

“于是我和这个比尔·巴西特坐在枕木上互相吹捧起来，正如两位同行的大师。他也是身无分文，我们就聊得更为投机。他向我解释了为什么一个本领高强的窃贼有时也会穷得靠扒货车旅行。他告诉我，因为小石城的一个女佣出卖了他，害得他不得不仓皇出逃。

“‘我要计划着盗窃得手，就得向娘儿们献殷勤，’比尔·巴西特说，‘这是我工作的一部分。她们坠入情网就会晕头转向；只要告诉我，哪幢房子里有值钱的东西和漂亮的女佣，保证那幢房子里的银器会被我熔化了卖光。我在饭店里足吃足喝，而警察局的人却说那是内贼干的，因为女主人有个侄子穷得叮当响。我先讨好女佣人，等她放我进了屋子以后，我再在锁上下工夫。但是小石城的那个娘们儿坑了我，’他说，‘她看见我和另一个姑娘乘电车。晚上我按约好的时间到她那儿去的时候，她把本来给我留的门上了锁。我本来都配好了楼上房门的钥匙，可是不行，先生，她把门反锁了。她真是个叛徒！’比尔·巴西特说。

“比尔后来不顾一切想撬门进去，可那个女人却大喊大叫起来。比尔只好连滚带爬地逃到车站，因为他没带行李，人家不让他上车，他只得扒上了一列正要出站的货车。

“‘哎，’我们交流完各自九死一生的经历之后，比尔·巴西特说，‘我饿了，这个小镇看起来没有上弹簧锁。我们不妨干一些无伤大雅的生意，弄几个零钱花花。我猜你身边也没带着生发水、镀金表链之类的假货，可以在广场卖给镇上那些想占小便宜的吝啬鬼吧？’

“‘没有，’我说，‘我手提箱里本来有一些精致的巴塔戈尼亚的钻石耳坠，还有嵌着钻石的胸针，可都被扣在彼文镇了；一直要等到那些黑皮橡胶树长出黄桃和日本李子，我才能拿回来。我想咱们就别指望它们了，除非把卢瑟·伯班克
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 拉来入伙。’

“‘好吧，’巴西特说，‘那我尽量想些别的办法。也许天黑后，我能从哪位太太那儿借来一枚发卡之类的东西，打开农牧渔业银行。’

“我们正谈着，一列客车驶入了附近的车站。一个戴大礼帽的人从站台下了火车，沿着铁轨快步向我们走来。他个子不高，身材肥硕，大鼻子，小眼睛，但衣着倒很讲究；他小心翼翼地拿着一个提包，看样子里面装的不是鸡蛋就是铁路股票。他径直从我们身边走过，沿着铁轨继续向前走，好像没有看见小镇似的。

“‘来吧。’比尔·巴西特招呼我，边说边追了上去。

“‘去哪儿啊？’我问道。

“‘天哪！’比尔说，‘难道你忘了你已经一无所有了吗？馅饼刚从天上掉到你面前，你难道没有看到？财神爷来了你都不知道，你真笨得叫我吃惊。’

“我们在树林旁边赶上了那个人，那时太阳已经西沉，那地点又很偏僻，没有人看见我们截住了他。比尔把那个人的丝绸礼帽摘下来，用衣袖掸去了尘土，又替他戴上。

“‘这是什么意思，先生？’那人问道。

“‘我自己戴礼帽感觉不自在的时候，经常这样做，’比尔说，‘目前我没有礼帽戴，只好借用您的。先生，我真不知该怎么开口和你做生意，不过我想我们还是从您的口袋开始吧。’

“比尔·巴西特摸遍了他的所有口袋，露出一副鄙夷的神情。‘连一块手表都没有，’他说，‘你这个空心石膏像，难道就不觉得丢人？穿戴得倒挺光鲜，像个领班，可口袋里却空空如也。连车钱都没有，你是怎么混上火车的？’

“那人开口声明身边没有任何财物。巴西特拿过他的手提包，打开一看，里面只有一些替换用的衣领、袜子，还有半张剪下来的报纸。比尔仔细看了看剪报，向那位被拦劫的家伙伸出手去。

“‘兄弟，’他说，‘你好！请接受朋友们的道歉。我是窃贼比尔·巴西特。彼得斯先生，你得过来认识认识阿尔弗雷德·伊·里克斯先生，握握手吧。里克斯先生，在制造混乱和违法犯罪方面，彼得斯先生介乎你我之间。他拿人钱财，总是给人家一些实物。我很高兴见到你们，里克斯先生，见到你和彼得斯先生。这是我生平第一次参加全美诈骗大师聚会——入室盗窃，坑蒙拐骗，投机倒把，全都聚齐了。彼得斯先生，请您先看看里克斯先生的证件。’

“巴西特递给我的剪报上刊登着这位里克斯先生的大照，那是一份芝加哥出版的报纸，文章中的每一段都把里克斯骂得狗血淋头。看完报纸，我才对眼前这位里克斯先生略有了解，他坐在芝加哥装修豪华的办公室里，把佛罗里达州淹在水下的土地，划成一块块地卖给一些毫不知情的投资者，获利将近十万元。但总有一些顾客没事找事，喜欢大惊小怪。我自己以前也遇到过，有人买了金表居然要放到酸里检验成色。他有个顾客，精打细算，去佛罗里达旅游了一趟，想看看自己买的地皮，检查检查周围的篱笆需不需要再打一两根木桩加固，顺便买了一些柠檬，准备趁圣诞节销售。他雇了一个测量员替他找这块地，他们费了九牛二虎之力，才发现广告上所说的所谓乐园谷根本不是繁华的小镇，而是位于奥基乔比湖中心四十杆十六竿以南，二十七度以东。那人买的地皮在三十六英尺深的水底下，并且早已被短吻鳄和雀鳝常年占领，这使它的主权颇有争议。

“那人回到芝加哥，自然闹得阿尔弗雷德·伊·里克斯如热锅上的蚂蚁，那股热劲儿就像气象台预报下雪后的第二天早晨的天气那样。里克斯拒不认账，但却无法否认鳄鱼的存在。有一天，报上用整版的篇幅揭露此事，里克斯走投无路，只得从防火梯逃出来。当局查到了他存钱的保管箱，里克斯只好往手提箱里随便塞了几双袜子和十来条十五英寸半的领口，逃往西部。好在皮夹里的钱还能凑张火车票，他勉强来到我和比尔·巴西特所在的偏僻小镇，就被赶下了车。他遇见了我们两个劫匪，却身无分文。

“接着，这位阿尔弗雷德·伊·里克斯也嚷嚷起饿来，并且声明说自己弄不到钱，什么价钱的饭菜都付不起。我们三个人凑在一起——如果还有雅兴作些演绎推理和图示证明——不妨说我们三个分别代表劳力、贸易和资本。现在没有资本，贸易根本无从谈起。而资本没有了金钱，洋葱肉排的销路就不会景气。现在只能指望那个随身带着钢钎的劳力了。

“‘两位好汉，’比尔·巴西特说，‘到目前为止，我从没有在患难之中抛弃过朋友。我好像看见那边树林里有一些简陋的住房。我们不妨先到那儿去，等到天黑再说。’

“小树林子里果然有一所没人住的旧房子，于是，我们三人便走了进去。天黑之后，比尔·巴西特嘱咐我们等着，他自己去了半小时。回来时，他果然捧着一大堆面包、排骨和馅饼。

“‘从瓦西塔路的一个农家那里搞来的，’他说，‘让咱们尽情地吃吧。’

“皎洁的满月升上了夜空，我们在小屋里席地而坐，借着月光享用起晚餐。这位比尔·巴西特又开始吹嘘夸耀起来了。

“‘有时候，’他嘴里塞满了从农家弄来的东西，说道，‘你们这些人自以为所干的行业高我一等，真让我不爽。瞧瞧，遇到眼下这种紧急情况，你们两位谁能想出办法，不让我们挨饿？里克斯，你办得到吗？’

“‘我承认，巴西特先生，’里克斯咬着一块馅饼，声音小得几乎听不见，“在目前这种情况下，我也许不可能创办一家企业来度过难关。我做的是大买卖，自然要事先周密安排。我……’

“‘里克斯，’比尔·巴西特打断了他的话，‘你不用往下说我就知道，你得先花几百块，雇用一位金发美女做打字员，定制四套讲究的橡木家具，然后再花五百块刊登广告。你还要等上两个星期，才有鱼儿上钩。你的办法是远水解不了近渴，好比遇到有人被低劣的煤气熏死了，你却主张把煤气事业收归公有一样。彼得斯老兄，你的把戏也救不了急。’他最后说道。

“‘哦，’我说，‘神仙先生，我也没见你挥动魔杖就能点石成金啊。搞一点儿残羹冷炙，这几乎人人都能做到。’

“‘弄这些吃的不过是先准备好南瓜罢了，’巴西特越说越来劲儿，‘六匹马拉的马车待会儿就在不知不觉之间停到你门口了；灰姑娘，大概你也有什么锦囊妙计，让我开开眼界。’

“‘老弟，’我说，‘我比你大十五岁，可还不至于到要领人寿保险的年纪。以前我也有过身无分文的时候，我们现在可以望见不到半英里内小镇上的灯光。我的师父是蒙塔古·西尔弗，当代最伟大的街头推销员。就在此时，街上有成百上千个衣服上沾有油迹的行人。只要给我一盏汽油灯、一只木箱和两块钱的白橄榄香皂，把它切成小……’

“‘你到哪儿去弄那两块钱呢？’比尔·巴西特嬉皮笑脸地打断了我的话。跟这个窃贼多说上几句，真让人郁闷。

“‘不，’他接着说，‘你们两个都束手无策了吧？金融大王已经关门大吉，贸易也宣告歇业。你们两个现在只能靠我这个劳力来生活了。好吧，你们该认输了吧。今晚就给你们看看我比尔·巴西特的本领。’

“巴西特叫我和里克斯待在小屋子里等他回来，在他回来之前，即使天亮了，我们也不能离开屋子。然后，他自己快活地吹着口哨，向小镇走去。

“阿尔弗吉德·伊·里克斯脱掉鞋子和衣服，在帽子上铺了一块绸手帕当枕头，躺在了地上。

“‘我想睡一会儿，今天太累了，晚安，亲爱的彼得斯先生。’他说道。

“‘替我向睡神问好，我想坐一会儿。’我说。

“根据我那只被扣留在彼文镇的表来猜测，大约两点钟左右，我们那位劳力回来了。他踢醒了里克斯，把我们叫到小屋门口月光明亮的地方。然后，把五个各装着一千美元的袋子放在地上，像刚下了蛋的母鸡一样，‘咯咯咯’地叫了起来。

“‘我给你们讲讲小镇的情况吧。’他说，‘这个小镇叫石泉镇，镇上的人正在盖一座共济会教堂；看样子民主党的镇长候选人恐怕要被民众党打垮了；塔克法官的太太本得了胸膜炎，最近病情有所好转。为了获得所需的情报，我不得不向人们打听这些无聊的琐事。镇上有家银行，叫“林业工人和农民合作储蓄所”。昨天关门的时候还有两万三千元存款，今天上午开门就还剩一万八千元了，都是银币，这就是我没有多拿的原因。怎么样，贸易和资本，你们现在该认输了吧？’

“‘年轻的朋友，’阿尔弗雷德·伊·里克斯抱着手说，‘你居然抢了那家银行？哎呀，天啊！’

“‘你别那么说啊，’巴西特说，‘说“抢劫”未免太难听了。我只不过是找到了这家银行在哪条街上。那个小镇太寂静了，我站在街角都能听到保险箱上号码盘的转动声：往右拧到四十五，往左拧两圈到八十，往右拧一圈到六十，再往左拧到十五——就像听耶鲁大学足球队长发出的暗号一样一清二楚。好了，弟兄们，’巴西特又说，‘这个镇上的居民起得很早。据说，他们天没亮就都起来活动了。我问他们为什么不多睡一会儿，他们说因为那时候早饭就已经做好了。咱们几个快活的罗宾汉该怎么办呢？只好拿着这些叮叮当当的钱赶快开路。我给你们赌本。你们要多少？快说，资本。’

“‘小兄弟，’里克斯说，他的样子活像一只用后腿蹲着，前爪摆弄坚果的松鼠，‘我在丹佛有几个朋友，他们可以帮我。如果能有一百块钱，我就可以……’

“巴西特打开一包钞票，抽出五张二十美元的，扔给里克斯。

“‘贸易，你要多少？’他问我。

“‘把你的钱收起来吧，劳力，’我说，‘我向来不赚老实干活的人来之不易的辛苦钱。我挣的都是在傻瓜笨蛋的口袋里烧得装不下的闲钱。我站在街头，把一枚镶着钻石的金戒指卖给一个没有良心的家伙，只收三块钱，我不过只赚了两块六。我非常清楚，他转手就会把这只戒指送给一位姑娘，得到的效果相当于一枚一百二十五元的戒指，他的利润是一百二十二元。你说，我们俩人中间哪个是更大的骗子呢？’

“‘可是，你把一撮沙子以五毛钱的价格卖给穷苦的妇人，说是可以防止油灯爆炸的时候，’巴西特说，‘一吨沙子才值四毛钱，你算算，她的净利是多少呢？’

“‘听我说，我教她要把油灯擦干净，教她把油加足。她照我说的做了，油灯就不会爆炸。她以为在油灯里加了我的沙子油灯就不会炸，也就不再担心。这可以说是基督教科学派的方法。她花了五毛钱，就享受了洛克菲勒和艾迪夫人两个人的服务。不是每个人都能劳得起这对富翁的金身大驾的。’

“阿尔弗雷德·伊·里克斯对比尔·巴西特感激涕零，就差没去把他鞋上的尘土舔干净了。

“‘小兄弟，’他说，‘我永远忘不了你的恩情。上帝会保佑你的。不过我还是恳请你，以后还是远离暴力和犯罪吧。’

“‘胆小如鼠的家伙，你还是躲到壁板里的耗子洞去吧。’比尔说，‘你的信条和教诲在我听来什么也不是。你那种道貌岸然、高明无比的掠夺方式给你带来了什么好处？还不是贫困和穷苦。就拿彼得斯老哥来说，他固执地坚持要用商业和贸易的理论来玷污抢劫的艺术，如今不也黔驴技穷了吗？你们两个的做法是行不通的，彼得斯老兄，’比尔说，‘你最好还是从这笔经过防腐处理的钱里拿一些吧，不用客气。’

“我再次让比尔·巴西特把钱收起来。我不像某些人那样，对盗贼还充满敬意。我取人钱财，一定是要给人家回报的，即使是一些提醒人家谨防再次上当的小小的纪念品。

“接着，阿尔弗雷德·伊·里克斯又卑躬屈膝地谢过了比尔，便和我们分手道别了。他说他要向农家借辆马车，坐到下一个车站，然后乘火车到丹佛。那个叫人看了可怜的废物走了以后，空气都为之一新。他丢了全国所有从事不劳而获行业的人的脸。尽管他有过许多庞大的计划，还有过华丽的办公室，到头来却混不上一顿像样的饭，只能仰仗素昧生平、还有些狂妄无耻的窃贼。他离开后，我很高兴，但一想到他就此一蹶不振，不免有点儿为他惋惜。没有足够的资本，这个人又能干点儿什么？哎，阿尔弗雷德·伊·里克斯和我们分别的时候简直成了一只四脚朝天的乌龟，还能有什么前途？让他去骗小姑娘手里的石笔他都想不出办法。

“只剩下我和比尔·巴西特两个人了。我又开动了一下脑筋，终于想出了一个包含商业机密的妙计。我想，我得让这位窃贼先生看看，做贸易的人和卖劳力的人之间究竟有什么区别。他把商业和贸易说得一钱不值，严重伤害了我的职业自尊心。

“‘我不会接受你送给我的钱的，巴西特先生。’我对他说，‘但你今天晚上用不道德的方法害得这个小镇上出现了财政赤字，我们得离开这个是非之地。如果你能替我支付路上的花费，我就很领情了。’

“比尔·巴西特对此表示同意，于是我们向西进发，及时赶到安全地点，搭上了火车。

“火车开到亚利桑那州一个叫洛斯佩罗斯的小镇上，我提议我们不妨再在小地方碰碰运气。那里是我师父蒙塔古·西尔弗的故乡。如今他已退休了。我知道，只要我把附近嗡嗡乱飞的苍蝇指给他看，他就有办法教我利用这只苍蝇赚到钱。比尔·巴西特说他主要工作都是在夜间进行的，所以任何城镇对他来说都没有区别。于是我们在洛斯佩罗斯小镇下了火车。

“我有一个又巧妙又稳妥的打算，相当于做买卖的人的独门暗器，我准备用它给巴西特致命一击。我并不想趁他睡熟的时候卷走他的钱，而是想留给他一张代表四千七百五十五元的彩票；据我估计，我们下火车时，他总共就剩下这么多钱了。我先是旁敲侧击地谈起某种投资，他立刻提出反对，说了下面一番话。

“‘彼得斯老兄，’他说，‘你提议加入某个企业的主意并不坏。我想我也会这么做。但是，要我参加的话，非得罗伯特·E．皮尔里和查理·菲尔班克斯之类的人当董事才行。’

“‘我还以为你会拿这笔钱来做生意呢。’我说。

“‘不错，’他说，‘我不能天天抱着钱睡，整夜不翻翻身子吧。我告诉你，彼得斯老兄，’他说，‘我打算开一家赌场。我不喜欢那些无聊的骗局，像推销打蛋器，或者在巴纳姆和贝利的马戏场里推销只能当铺地锯末用的麦片之类早餐吃的东西。但要是开赌场就不一样了，从利润上看，赌场生意介乎偷银器和在沃尔多夫—阿斯托里亚义卖场卖抹笔布之间，是个不错的折中办法。’

“‘那么说，巴西特先生，’我说，‘你是不愿意考虑我的小计划了？’

“‘哎，你要明白，’他说，‘在我落脚地点方圆五十英里以内，你休想开办任何什么巴西特研究院之类的企业。我是不会上钩的。’

“巴西特在一家酒店的二楼租了房间，置办了一些家具和五彩石印画。当天晚上，我去蒙塔古·西尔弗家拜访，向他借了二百元做本钱。然后，我来到洛斯佩罗斯唯一一家经营纸牌的商店，把他们的纸牌全部买了下来。第二天一早，那家商店开门的时候，我又把纸牌全都送了回去。我说本来要和我合作的搭档改变了主意，我想把纸牌退给店里。老板以半价收了回去。

“不错，那时，我反而亏了七十五元。但就在纸牌在我手里的那天晚上，我把每一张牌背后都做了标记。这也是我付出的劳力。接着，贸易和商业启动了。我扔在水里当鱼饵的面包开始源源不断地加倍返回来了。

“第一批去比尔·巴西特赌场买筹码的人中自然少不了我。比尔在镇上唯一一家纸牌商店里买了纸牌；而我呢，每张纸牌背后的秘密都一清二楚，比理发师用两面镜子照着，让我看自己的后脑勺还清楚呢。

“赌局结束时，那五千元和一些零头都进了我的口袋，比尔·巴西特只剩下他的流浪癖和他买来的吉祥物黑猫。我走时，比尔同我握了握手。

“‘彼得斯老兄，’他说，‘我没有做生意的天赋，注定是卖劳力的命。当一个第一流的窃贼想把钢撬换成弹簧秤时，他就闹了大笑话。你玩牌的技巧娴熟，高明老练，’他说，‘祝你鸿运高照。’从那以后，我再也没有见到过比尔·巴西特。”

“嗯，杰夫，”当这个奥托里克斯式的冒险家准备宣讲故事的要旨时，我说道，“我希望你好好保管这笔钱。有朝一日安顿下来，想做些正经生意的时候，这可是一笔正——相当可观的资本。”

“我吗？你放心，那五千块钱保管得万无一失。”杰夫把握十足地说。

他得意扬扬地拍了拍上衣的胸口。

“每一分钱都投资在金矿股票上了，”他解释说，“每股一块钱。一年之内至少升值百分之五百，而且是免税的。蓝地鼠金矿，一个月前刚发现的。要是你手头还有多余的钱，最好也买点儿。”

“有时候，”我说，“这些金矿是靠不……”

“这个矿非常保险，”杰夫说，“已经发现了价值五万元的矿砂，保证每月有百分之十的盈利。”

他从口袋里掏出一个长信封，扔到了桌子上。

“我一直随身携带，”他说，“这样小偷也偷不走，资本家也没法掺假了。”

我看了看那张印刷精美的股票。

“哦，是在科罗拉多州。”我说，“杰夫，顺便问你一句，你和比尔在车站上遇到的、后来去丹佛的那个矮个子叫什么名字来着？”

“阿尔弗雷德·伊·里克斯。”杰夫说。

“哦，”我说，“这家矿业公司的经理署名是阿·尔·弗雷德里克斯。我有点怀疑……”

“让我看看股票。”杰夫忙说，几乎是从我手上把股票夺了过去。

为了多少缓和一下尴尬的气氛，我招呼服务员，又要了一瓶巴贝拉酒。我想我也只能如此了。





————————————————————




(1)

  当时美国著名的拓荒者。





(2)

  卢瑟·伯班克：世界著名园艺学家，他引进了800多种新的植物，从而增加了全球食物供给。





幽默家的自白



一种毫无痛苦的疾病在我身上潜伏了二十五年之后，突然发作了，人们都说我得的就是这种病。

但是，大家不把它叫做麻疹，而是称它为幽默。

为了庆祝经理的五十大寿，公司里的职员们凑钱买了一个银质墨水台。我们拥到他的私人办公室里把这礼物送给他。

我被推选为发言人，发表了一段简短的贺词，这让我足足准备了一星期之久。

演说大获成功，其中充满了警句、双关语以及让人捧腹的笑料，笑声几乎震倒公司，而在整个五金批发行业中，这家公司的根基得算是最为牢固的。老马洛本人居然也咧着嘴笑，职员们马上跟着哄堂大笑。

我作为一位幽默家的名声，就是从那天上午九点半开始传播开来的。

接下来的好几个星期，同事们一直煽风点火，我自满的火焰渐渐熊熊燃起。他们一个接一个跑到我跟前，对我说，老兄，那篇演说实在是太精彩了。他们还对我讲的笑话中每一处细节加以分析，再讲给我听。

我逐渐发觉，大家都指望我再接再厉，保持这样的业绩。别人可以从容地谈论生意上的事情和当日的话题，可是却期望我讲出轻松有趣的话语。

人们都指望我拿陶器开开玩笑，还要把搪瓷器皿轻巧地挖苦一番。我在公司做记账员，如果我拿出一份资产负债表而没有对总额发表一通滑稽的评论，或者开出一张犁具的发票，却找不出什么笑料，其他职员便会感到失望。

我的名声渐渐传开了，我成了当地的一位“名人”。我们这个镇子很小，所以“成名”并不稀奇。当地的日报经常引用我发表过的言论，我也成了各种社交集会上不可或缺的人物。

我相信自己确实也有点儿小聪明和随机应变的本领。我有意培养这种天赋，并通过实践精心培养。我的幽默本性和善而亲切，绝不会流于挖苦讽刺，得罪他人。人们老远见到我走来，就露出笑容，等到走近时，我多半已经想好了使他的微笑变为开怀大笑的妙语。

我结婚较早，已经有了一个可爱的三岁男孩和一个五岁的女儿。不用说，我们住在一幢藤蔓掩映的小房子里，过着幸福的生活。我在五金公司担任记账员的薪水不很丰厚，但恰好使我们远离了多余的财富所带来的恶果。

我偶尔会写上几则笑话和我认为特别有趣的随感，寄给几家登载这类文字的刊物。每一篇都被马上采用了，有几位编辑还来信要求我继续投稿。

一天，一家著名周刊的编辑给我发来一封信。他要我写一篇幽默小品，填补一个专栏的篇幅；还暗示说，假如效果令他们满意，他准备开辟一个专栏，每期都刊登我的作品。我遵令而行。两星期后，他主动提出与我签订一份为期一年的合同，报酬远比五金公司付给我的薪水高得多。

我欢欣鼓舞。我妻子已经在她的心目中为我加上了一顶文学大师的不朽桂冠。那天晚餐，我们享用了炸虾丸和一瓶黑莓酒。这是我摆脱单调乏味的工作的大好时机。我非常认真地同路易莎商谈了这件事情，最后，我们一致认为，我应当辞去公司的职位，全身心投入到制造幽默当中去。

我辞职了。同事们为我举行了一个告别宴会。我在宴会上的讲话才华横溢，当地报纸将其全文发表。第二天早晨，我一觉醒来，看了看闹钟。

“天呀，迟到啦！”我大叫着去抓自己的衣服。路易莎提醒我，我已经不再是五金器具和建筑材料的奴隶了，现在我是专业的幽默家了。

早餐后，她得意扬扬地把我带到厨房旁边的一个小房间里。我可爱的姑娘！房间里摆好了桌子、椅子、稿纸、墨水、烟灰缸，还有作家需要的全套配备——插满新鲜玫瑰和金银花的花瓶，墙上挂着去年的日历，还有字典和一小包巧克力，好让我嚼着等待下一个灵感。真是可爱的女人！

我坐下来开始工作。墙纸的图案是阿拉伯花式，或是苏丹宫女，或是——也许是四边形。我的眼睛紧盯住其中一个图形，思考着我的幽默。

一个声音惊醒了我——那是路易莎的声音。

“要是你现在不太忙的话，亲爱的，”她说，“过来吃饭吧。”

我看了看表。哎，不留情面的时间老人已经收回去了五个小时，于是，我吃饭去了。

“你一开始不要写得那么辛苦，”路易莎说道，“歌德……还是拿破仑？反正有人曾经说过，脑力劳动每天五小时就足够了。今天下午你能不能带我和孩子们去树林子里走走呢？”

“我确实有点累了。”我承认道。于是，我们去了小树林。

没过多久，我就摸到了门道，写得很顺利。不出一个月的时间，我的作品就像转船出货的五金器皿一样源源不断了。

我成功了。我在周刊上的专栏引起了小小的轰动，评论界也低声议论着我的名字，说我是幽默家队伍中的新秀。我又向其他刊物投稿，收入大为增加。

我找到了这一行的诀窍。我可以抓住一个有趣的想法，写成一则两行文字的笑话，挣一块钱。然后稍加改动，改头换面，凑把假胡子，就能把它拉成四行，我就可以把它当做冷盘上桌，从而使产值翻了一倍。在此基础上，再经过乔装打扮，用韵脚镶上花边，配上一幅漂亮的插图，它便成了一首诙谐的讽刺诗，保证你根本认不出它的本来面目。

我开始有了些积蓄，我们添置了新地毯，买了风琴。镇上的居民也开始对我刮目相看，把我当做有头有脸的人物，而不再是从前五金公司只会寻开心的滑稽家伙。

五六个月之后，那种信手拈来的幽默感仿佛远离了我，双关妙语和隽永言辞不再脱口而出。有时我才思枯竭，找不到创作的素材。我开始注意倾听朋友们的交谈，希望从中汲取一些可以利用的东西。有时，我咬着铅笔，一连好几个小时瞪着墙纸，想编造出一些不那么矫揉造作又愉快诙谐的泡沫。

对我的朋友们而言，我已经变身成为一个无情且贪婪的人，一个摩罗神、约拿和吸血鬼。我心力交瘁，贪得无厌地站在朋友们中间，委实大煞风景。只要他们嘴里漏出一句睿智的妙语、一个风趣的比喻，或者是一些俏皮的言词，我都会像猎犬猛然扑向骨头一样冲上去。我不敢信任自己的记忆，只得偷偷转过身，怀着罪恶感和对自己的不齿，在随身带着的记录本上记下来，或者写在衬衣的袖口，以备来日之需。

我的朋友们都以怜悯而且惊讶的目光看待我。我和从前的我已经判若两人。以前，我向他们提供消遣和欢乐，现在我却在掠夺、剥削他们。我再也说不出能博取他们欢笑和赞叹的话语了。因为笑话太珍贵了，我可不能免费奉送我赖以谋生的工具。

我成了寓言中那条郁郁寡欢的狐狸，我的朋友们就是乌鸦，我总是声嘶力竭地赞美它们的歌唱，指望着从他们嘴里掉下我觊觎已久的幽默的碎屑。

几乎所有人都开始回避我。我甚至忘了该怎样微笑，即使听到了那些我即将窃为己有的话语，也不会报以一笑。

我随处搜集素材，不论什么人，不论在什么地方，也不论什么时间，不论什么样的主题都难以幸免。甚至是在教堂里，我那堕落的想象也在庄严的过道和廊柱之间穿梭，搜寻猎物。

牧师一开始念诵长韵赞美诗时，我也开始胡思乱想：“赞美诗——吃零食——吃零食的人，韵律——相遇——与她相遇。”
 

(1)





布道通过我思想的筛子，只要能发现诙谐妙语的蛛丝马迹，就全然不顾牧师其余的教义任意流失。唱诗班庄严无比的唱诗不过是我思绪的伴奏，因为我念念不忘的是怎么把女高音、男高音和男低音相互妒忌的古老笑话加以新的演绎，为我所用。

我自己的家庭也成了狩猎场。我妻子非常温柔、率真、富有同情心，而且任性。曾几何时，她的话语是我的乐趣，她的思想是永不涸竭的快乐源泉。现在，我却利用了她，把她当做一座金矿，挖掘她所蕴含的女人特有的可笑而又可爱的矛盾思想。

这些浑朴和幽默的珍宝，本来该用于丰富神圣的家庭生活，我却把它们公然拿到市场出售了。我像魔鬼一样狡猾地怂恿她说话，她则毫无防备地向我敞开心扉。我把它们摆放在冰冷无情、庸俗拙劣、一览无遗的印刷品中公诸大众，任人品评。

我成了以文字为生的犹大，一边吻她，一边又出卖她。为了几枚银元，我把她可爱坦率的私房话套上了无聊愚蠢的裙裤，让它们在市场上装腔作势地跳舞。

亲爱的路易莎！每到夜深人静，我俯身靠在她身旁，就像残忍的狼窥视着柔嫩的羔羊，窃听着她的喃喃梦呓，希望为第二天的苦工捕获些许灵感。可是，更糟的事情还在后面。

上帝拯救我！接下来，我又将我的利齿咬进了我那双幼小儿女稚气语言的颈项里。

盖伊和维奥拉是两个喷涌的泉眼，涌出孩子天真可爱的思想和语言。我发现这类幽默很受欢迎，便在一家杂志开辟了“童趣妙想”专栏，定期供稿。我像印第安人偷袭羚羊似的偷偷地接近他们。我躲在沙发后面，藏在门背后，或者匍匐在院子里的树丛中间，窃听他们玩耍中的谈话。我有一个掠夺成性者的所有特征，除了自责。

有一次，我已经山穷水尽，而稿子必须在下一班邮件中寄出，我就躲在园子里的一堆落叶下面，我知道他们会到那里玩儿。我不相信盖伊会知道我藏身的地方，即使他发觉了，我也不愿意责怪他在那堆枯叶上放了把火，毁了我一套新衣服，并且几乎火化了他的老爸。

很快，我的孩子开始像躲瘟神一样躲着我。当我像个阴郁的食尸鬼，偷偷向他们靠近时，我总是听到他们说：“爸爸来啦。”然后马上收起玩具，躲到比较安全的地方去。我真成了个悲苦的可怜虫！

但我的收入颇丰。不到一年，我就攒下了一千美元，生活得很舒适。

可我为此付出了什么样的代价啊！我不清楚印度的贱民是怎么生活的，但我觉得自己和贱民毫无区别。我没有朋友，没有娱乐，也失去了生活的乐趣，我也牺牲了家庭的幸福。我就像一只蜜蜂，从生命最美好的花朵中贪婪地吮吸花蜜，而生命之花却因畏惧我的刺，避之而唯恐不及。

一天，有个人面带愉快而友好的微笑，向我打招呼。这是我几个月以来第一次遇到这种情形。当时，我正从彼得·赫弗尔鲍尔殡仪馆门前走过，彼得站在门里，向我打招呼。我感到一阵莫名的难过，停住了脚步。他请我进去。

那天天气阴冷，还下着雨，我们走进他后面的房间，那儿的一个小炉子生着火。有位顾客来了，彼得让我独自待了一会儿。我立刻产生了一种崭新的感觉——一种美妙的宁谧与满足感。我环顾四周，房间里是一排排闪闪发亮的黑黄檀木棺材、黑色的棺衣、棺材架、装饰灵车的羽毛、灵幡以及从事这一庄重行业的一切配备。这里的气氛安详、宁静、沉寂，是庄严肃穆的沉思场所。这里处于生命的边缘，是永恒的安静所笼罩的安息之所。

我步入屋子的瞬间，尘世间一切愚昧便与我分道扬镳了。身处这个阴沉庄严的环境中，我再也没有兴趣去思索什么幽默的东西。我的心灵仿佛舒服地躺在卧榻之上，四周还悬挂着温柔的思绪。

一刻钟之前，我还是一位众叛亲离的幽默家。而此刻，我却成了一名怡然自得的哲学家。我找到了一个庇护所，在这里，可以逃避幽默，不必绞尽脑汁去搜寻一句嘲弄的笑话，也不必为追寻一句令人发笑的噱头而斯文扫地，更不必费尽周折，永不停止地去找佳句妙语。

以前我对赫弗尔鲍尔不太熟悉，所以他回来时，我就让他先说话。我唯恐他一开口就破坏了气氛，成为这里甜蜜挽歌般美妙的和谐气氛中刺耳的音符。

可是，他没有。他的谈吐与这里的气氛非常和谐。我宽慰地长长舒了一口气。我生平从未遇到有谁能像他一样，言谈之间平淡、质朴至极。同他相比，死海都可以算是喷泉了。没有一丝风趣的火花或闪光冒出来破坏他的语言，他嘴里吐出的字句皆为陈词滥调，像黑莓那般随处可见，像股票行情自动收录器送出来的一星期之前的股票行情一般，丝毫不能引起别人的注意。我激动得微微颤抖，拿我最得意的笑话试探他。不料，它被无声无息地弹了回来，锋芒尽失。从那一刻起，我就喜欢上了这个人。

每星期总有两三个晚上，我要溜到赫弗尔鲍尔那里去，沉湎在他后面的房间里。那里成了我唯一的乐趣。我开始早早起床，匆匆忙忙做完工作，以便留出更多的时间让我在我的庇护所里消磨。在别的任何地方，我都没法抛弃从周围环境榨取幽默素材的习惯，只有和彼得的谈话除外，任凭我如何围攻纠缠，他都滴水不漏。

在这种影响之下，我的精神状态开始好转。每个人都需要一点儿娱乐来减轻工作的压力。我在街上遇见以前的朋友时，竟然也能对他们微笑，或者说上一句愉快的话，着实让他们大为惊诧。有那么几回，我竟然心情舒畅地同家人开起了玩笑，使他们目瞪口呆。

我被幽默的梦魇折磨得太久了，以致现在，我竟像小学生那样热衷于抓紧度假的时光。

我的工作开始受到影响。对我来说，写作已不像从前那样是痛苦和负担，我常常在工作期间吹起口哨，而且思绪也比以前酣畅了许多。我总是迫不及待地想结束工作，像酒鬼急于奔赴酒店一样，急于到对我大有益处的庇护所去。

我的妻子则忧心忡忡，猜不透我下午去哪儿消磨时光。我认为那些事最好还是不要告诉她，女人是不会理解的。可怜的女人！——她有一次就为此受到了惊吓。

一天，我把一个银质的棺材把手带回来做镇纸，还把一片蓬松的装饰灵车的羽毛拿回来，用来掸去纸上的灰尘。

我很喜欢把它们放在我的书桌上，因为看到这两样能使我联想到赫弗尔鲍尔铺子后面的房间。但是路易莎看到了它们，吓得尖叫起来。我不得不胡乱找些蹩脚的借口安慰她。但从她的眼神里，我还是看出她的疑虑并没有消除。我只得赶紧把这两件东西拿走。

有一天，彼得·赫弗尔鲍尔向我提出了一个诱人的建议，使我喜出望外。他以贯有的理智平实的态度把他的账册拿给我看，向我解释说，他的收益和事业正在蒸蒸日上，他打算找一个愿意投资的股东。在他认识的人中间，他觉得我最为理想。那天下午我离开他的殡仪馆的时候，彼得已经拿到了我原本存在银行的一千美元支票，我也成了他殡葬生意的合伙人。

我欣喜若狂地回到家里，欣喜中还掺杂着些许顾虑：我不敢把这件事告诉妻子，可是心里总有说不出的高兴。因为我可以放弃幽默创作，再度享受生活的果实，而不必把它们榨得稀烂，从中挤出几滴博人一笑的果汁——那将是何等地畅快！

吃晚饭时，路易莎把我不在家时收到的几封信交给我，其中有好几封是退稿信。自从我经常去赫弗尔鲍尔那里以后，我的退稿信就多得吓人了。最近，我写作幽默和随笔的速度倒是非常快，文思也非常敏捷。以前我就像个泥瓦匠，迟钝而痛苦地堆砌作品。

其中一封来自那家与我订有长期合同的周刊编辑——周刊的稿酬仍是我们家庭主要的生活来源。我飞快地拆开，信的内容如下：






尊敬的先生：




如您所知，我社与您签订的一年期合同已于本月到期。我们不得不通知您，明年将不再与您续约，我们对此深感遗憾。您的幽默风格曾深受广大读者喜爱，我们也曾非常满意。但近两个月以来，我们注意到，稿件的质量明显下降。






您早期作品呈现出了酣畅淋漓、驰骋自如的诙谐与机智，近来的作品却显得构思枯涩、矫揉造作，有明显刻意雕琢的痕迹，显得力不从心。






我社将不再采用您的来稿，为此，我再一次表示遗憾。








我把这封信递给我的妻子。她看了之后，脸一下子拉得很长，眼里含满泪水。

“这些卑鄙的家伙！”她气愤地嚷道，“我相信你写的东西还和以前一样好，并且你花的时间连过去的一半都不到。”我猜路易莎这时想到了以后不再寄来的支票，“哦，约翰，”她带着哭音说，“以后你打算怎么办呢？”

我没有回答，站了起来，绕着饭桌跳起波尔卡舞步。我敢肯定，路易莎认为这个不幸的消息把我逼疯了；我觉得孩子们却希望如此，因为他们跟在我身后，模仿着我的步子，高兴地大喊。此刻，我又像是他们昔日的玩伴了。

“今晚我们去看戏！”我嚷道，“去看戏，看完大家再到皇家饭店美美地大吃一顿。伦普蒂——迪德尔——迪——迪——迪——登！”

接着，我解释了我高兴的原因，宣布我已经是一家生意兴隆的殡仪馆的合伙股东，让我写的那些笑话、幽默都化为灰烬吧。

妻子手里拿着的那封编辑写给我的信，足以证明我选择得正确。她也提不出反对意见，只是说了些无关紧要的话，那是因为从女人的角度，没有能力欣赏彼得·赫弗——不，现在是赫弗尔鲍尔股份公司啦——后面那间小房间是多么美妙的地方。

在故事的结尾，我还要补充一点。今天在我们的镇子里，你再也找不到比我更受欢迎、更快活、更会说笑话的人了。我的笑话，又一次广为传播，被人引用；我再度津津有味地听着我妻子推心置腹的絮絮细语，而不存任何功利之心；盖伊和维奥拉也回到我的膝前玩耍，随意散播着天真稚气、贵如珍宝的幽默，再也不用担心我手里拿着小册子，像魔鬼一样盯在他们身后了。

我们的生意非常兴隆。我管理账目，照看店铺，彼得负责外勤。他说我的轻松活泼足以使任何葬礼变成一个爱尔兰式的守灵宴席。





————————————————————




(1)

  赞美诗Doxology与吃零食sockology尾韵相同。





最后一片藤叶



在华盛顿广场西边的一个小小的街区里，街道纵横交错、纷繁复杂，把自己分割成许多狭长窄小的小条，成为“胡同”。这些“胡同”扭曲出稀奇古怪的角度和弧线。有时一条街自己本身就要交叉一次或者两次。有一回一位画家发现了这种胡同的潜在价值：要是有个收账的跑到这条街上，带着颜料、纸张和画布的账单，在这条街上来回穿梭，没准会忽然在原地撞见分文未得、两手空空的自己！

因此，不久之后，不少搞艺术的人们就都悄悄摸索到这个古色古香的老格林尼治村来，他们到处搜寻租住房子，要有朝北的窗户，有十八世纪的尖顶山墙，还要有荷兰式的阁楼，而且房租低廉。然后，他们从第六大街买来一些大口酒杯和一两只火锅，就在这里组建了“艺术区”。

在一所又宽又矮的三层楼砖房的顶楼上，苏和琼曦组建起了自己的画室。“琼曦”是乔安娜的昵称。她俩一个来自缅因州，一个来自加利福尼亚州。她们是在第八大街一家名叫“戴尔蒙尼克之家”的餐厅吃饭时相识的，很快就发现彼此无论是在艺术品位，还是在饮食口味以及服饰打扮上的爱好都非常一致，于是一起租下了这间画室。

那是五月份的事情。到了十一月，一个冷酷无比又难觅踪影的不速之客，即医生们称之为“肺炎”的家伙，开始悄悄在艺术区里游荡；他用冰冷的手指，时而碰碰这个，时而摸摸那个。在广场的东部地区，这位恣意妄为的破坏者明目张胆，不可一世，一下子就击倒几十个受害者；而在这个迷宫一样狭窄的布满青苔的胡同里，他的步伐放慢了下来。

“肺炎”先生可并非诸位心目中那种行侠仗义的老绅士。一个身子单薄、被加利福尼亚州的西风刮得没有血色的弱女子，本来不应该是这个拳头如铁、气喘吁吁的老家伙的上等猎物。然而，他竟然袭击了琼曦。她躺在一张油漆过的小铁床上，一动不动，透过小小的荷兰式玻璃窗，凝望着对面砖房光秃秃的墙壁。

一天早晨，那个忙碌的医生扬了扬又粗又浓的灰白眉毛，把苏叫到外边的走廊上。

“依我看，她康复的希望，只有十分之一。”他一边说，一边把体温计里的水银柱甩下去，“而这一成的希望就指着她想要活下去的欲望。有些人好像不愿意活下去，早早就做好了在殡仪馆排队等候的打算，那样的话，所有医药都无能为力。你的朋友好像已经坚信自己不会痊愈了，她心里有什么特别挂念的事情呢？”

“她——她希望有朝一日能去那不勒斯的海湾写生。”苏说。

“画画？——真是荒唐！她心里有没有什么值得反复思念的事情——比如说，一个男人？”

“男人？”苏的声音就像她嘴里含了一片单簧口琴，“男人难道值得她——哦不，医生，没有这样的事。”

“唉，那就不太好办了。”医生说，“我将竭尽全力，用医学能达到的全部力量去治疗她。可是，一旦我的病人开始计算她葬礼上出殡马车的数量，我就得把医药治疗的效果减掉百分之五十。只要你能想办法，让她对新款冬季大衣袖子的式样产生兴趣，提出一两个问题，那么，我可以向你保证，她痊愈的可能就会从十分之一提高到五分之一。”

医生走后，苏回到工作室里痛哭了一场，把一条日本餐巾哭成一团湿。之后，她拿起画板，哼着爵士音乐调子，装做精神抖擞的样子，昂首阔步地走进了琼曦的屋子。

琼曦纹丝不动地躺在床上，脸朝着窗口，苏以为她睡着了，赶忙停止吹口哨。

她架好画板，开始为一家杂志社的短篇小说画钢笔画的插图。年轻的作家为了铺平通向文学的道路，而不得不为杂志写短篇小说；而年轻的画家为这些小说画插画，同样是为了铺平通向艺术的道路。

苏正在为小说的主人公——一个爱达荷州的牛仔——画上一条马匹展览会穿的别致马裤和一副单片眼镜。忽然，她听到了一个微弱的声音，在重复地说着什么。她赶快走到床边。

她看见琼曦的双眼睁得大大的。正专注地盯着窗外，数着……倒数着。“十二，”她数道，过了一会又说，“十一，”然后是，“十”“九”，再接着是“八”“七”，最后两个数字之间几乎没有什么间隔。

苏关切地看了看窗外。那儿有什么可数的？窗外光秃秃的院子一片荒芜，二十英尺以外还有一栋砖房和一片空白的墙壁。一棵极为古老的长春藤已经枯萎，根部纠结交错，藤蔓爬满了半壁砖墙。寒冷的秋风几乎剥光了藤上的叶子，留下的只有光秃的枝条缠附在剥落松动的砖墙上。

“是什么呀，亲爱的？”苏问道。

“六。”琼曦说道，声音低得几近耳语，“它们现在飘落得越来越快了，三天前还有差不多一百片。我数得头都疼了，不过，现在容易数多了。又落了一片，只剩下五片了。”

“五片什么，亲爱的？告诉你的苏吧。”

“叶子，长春藤上的。等到最后一片藤叶飘落下来的时候，我也该去了。这我知道，三天前就知道了。难道医生没有告诉你吗？”

“哦，我从来没听说过这种傻话。”苏责备说，语气里带着不屑，“那些长春藤的枯叶和你身体康复有什么关系？你以前不是很喜欢这棵树吗？你这个淘气的姑娘，别说傻话了！你看，今天早晨医生还告诉我，说你很快就会好起来的——让我想想他原话是怎么说的——他说有九成把握。噢，这机会够大的了，简直和我们在纽约坐上电车，或是走过一座新建筑物一样。来，现在喝点儿汤吧，这样才能让你的苏专心画她的画，这样才好把画卖给编辑先生，换了钱来给她的病孩子买红葡萄酒，再给她自己买点猪排解解馋。”

“你不用再买什么葡萄酒了，”琼曦回答着，眼睛还是直勾勾地盯着窗外，“又落了一片。不，我也不想喝汤。只剩下四片了。我要在天黑以前看到最后一片藤叶飘落。然后，我也要去了。”

“琼曦，亲爱的，”苏俯下身子对她说，“你能不能答应我，闭上眼睛，不要瞧窗外，等我画完，行吗？明天我必须交上这些插图。我需要光线，要不我早就拉下窗帘了。”

“你就不能到别的房间去画吗？”琼曦冷漠地问道。

“我愿意留在你身边陪你，”苏说，“再说，我也不想让你老是呆呆地盯着那几片讨厌的长春藤叶子。”

“你一画完马上告诉我，”琼曦说着，闭上了眼睛。她脸色苍白，一动不动地躺着，就像一座横倒在地上的雕像。“因为我想亲眼看见那最后一片藤叶飘落下来，我等得不耐烦了，也想得不耐烦了。我想放手，摆脱这一切，向下飘去，向下飘去，就像一片疲倦了的可怜藤叶。”

“睡一会儿吧，”苏说道，“我得下楼把贝尔曼叫上来，让他给我当那个隐居的老矿工的模特儿。我一会儿就回来。躺着别动，我马上就回来。”

老贝尔曼也是位画家，住在她们这座房子的底层。他已经六十多岁了，留着大胡子。那胡子简直和米开朗基罗雕刻的摩西的胡子一模一样，卷曲着从萨提尔似的脸上顺着小鬼一般的身躯垂落下来。贝尔曼是位艺术殿堂里的失意者。他舞动画笔有四十年之久，却还远未触及艺术女神的衣裙。他总是在准备画出一幅惊世的杰作，可直到现在还迟迟没有动笔。几年来，他除了偶尔涂抹几笔商业广告画之类的东西之外，没有创作过一幅艺术作品。他为艺术区里年纪轻轻、雇不起职业模特儿的画家们当模特儿，挣一点儿钱。他喝起杜松子酒来毫无节制，而且还总是唠叨他那幅即将诞生的杰作。除此以外，他不过是个脾气暴躁的小老头子，专爱嘲讽别人的温情，却自认为是专门保护楼上画室里两个年轻艺术家的一只看家狗。

苏在楼下那间光线暗淡的画室里找到了酒气熏天的贝尔曼。屋子的角落里支着一个画架，画架上绷着一块空白的画布，等待那幅惊世杰作已经有二十五年之久了，可是连一根线条还没等着。苏把琼曦的荒唐念头都告诉了他，还告诉了他自己满心的忧虑，她怕一旦对这个世界不再有一丝牵挂，瘦小柔弱的琼曦真的会像一片藤叶一样随风飘逝。

老贝尔曼双眼布满血丝，不停地留着眼泪，他大声叫嚷，对如此愚蠢的想法十分不满，大加指责。

“什么话！”他喊道，“世界上真会有人蠢到这种地步，因为那些该死的长春藤叶子掉光就想到死？我从来没有听说过这种怪事。不行，我才不给你那隐居的矿工糊涂虫当模特儿呢。你是怎么搞的，怎么会让她的脑袋里产生这种荒唐念头？唉，可怜的琼曦小姐。”

“她病得很重，身体还很虚弱，”苏说，“高烧烧得她迷迷糊糊，满脑子都是古怪想法。好吧，贝尔曼先生，你要是不愿意给我当模特儿，那就算了。不过，我看你就是个讨厌的老——老啰唆鬼。”

“你简直太婆婆妈妈了！”贝尔曼又吼道，“谁说我不愿意当模特儿了？走吧，我和你一块儿去。我都跟你说了快半个钟头了，我愿意给你当模特儿。老天爷，琼曦小姐这么好的姑娘真不该躺在这种地方生病。总有一天我要画一幅杰作，到那时，咱们就可以一起离开这儿了。就这样，没错！”

他们上楼的时候，琼曦还在睡着。苏把窗帘拉下来，一直遮住窗台，然后做手势把贝尔曼叫到隔壁房间去。他们在那里提心吊胆地瞅着窗外的那棵长春藤，然后彼此对望了一会儿，好长时间没有说话。寒冷的雨夹杂着雪花一个劲儿地下个不停。贝尔曼穿着他的旧蓝衬衣，坐在一把翻过来充当岩石的铁壶上，扮着隐居的矿工。

第二天早晨，苏只睡了一个小时。醒来时，她看见琼曦大睁着双眼，目光呆滞地注视着拉得严严实实的绿窗帘。

“把窗帘拉开，我要看看。”她低声命令道。

苏又困又乏，但还是照办了。

可是，看呀！经过了漫长一夜的风吹雨打，那堵砖墙上竟然还挂着一片常春藤叶。那是最后一片藤叶了。它靠近茎的地方仍然是深绿色，可是锯齿形的叶子边缘已经枯萎发黄，正傲然挂在一根离地二十多英尺的藤枝上。

“这是最后一片藤叶了，”琼曦说，“我以为它昨晚一定会落掉的。我听见了风声的。今天，它一定会落掉，我也会跟着死去。”

“天啊，天啊，”苏把疲乏的脸庞挨近枕头边上，对她说，“你就算不肯为自己着想，也得为我想想啊。我可怎么办呢？”

但琼曦没有回答。一个灵魂已经准备好走上那条奔赴神秘而遥远的死亡之旅，世上最孤寂的事情莫过于此。当对朋友的牵挂、对人世的眷恋都逐渐消退以后，对神秘世界的古怪念头越来越强烈地抓紧了她的心。

白天总算过去了，即使是在暮色微弱的光线中，她们还是能看见那片孤零零的藤叶仍紧紧地依附在砖墙上的藤条上。夜幕降临，带来了呼啸的北风，雨点不停地拍打着窗子，雨水从低垂的荷兰式屋檐上倾泻而下。

第二天天刚蒙蒙亮，琼曦就毫不留情地吩咐拉起窗帘。

那片藤叶仍然挂在那里。

琼曦躺在床上，久久地凝视着它。然后，她把正在煤气炉上给她煮鸡汤的苏招呼了过来。

“我是一个坏女孩，苏娣。”琼曦说，“冥冥之中的天意让那最后一片藤叶留在那儿，让我看到了自己的邪恶。想死是一种罪过。现在，麻烦你给我盛点鸡汤来，再拿点儿掺红葡萄酒的牛奶，还有——不，还是先给我一面小镜子，再把我的枕头垫高点儿，我要坐起来看你做饭。”

过了一个钟头，她说：“苏娣，我希望有一天能去那不勒斯海湾写生。”

下午，医生来了，他离开的时候，苏找了个借口，跟他来到走廊上。

“现在有五成希望了。”医生一边说，一边握住苏细瘦颤抖的手，“好好照顾她，你会成功的。现在我得去楼下看另一个病人。他叫贝尔曼，听说也是个画家，得的也是肺炎。他上了年纪，身体又虚弱，病势来得很凶。没有什么希望了，不过今天还是要把他送到医院里，好让他更舒服些。”

第二天，医生对苏说：“她已经脱离危险了，你成功了。现在需要营养和调理。”

下午苏跑到琼曦的床前，琼曦正躺着，安详地编织着一条毫无用处的深蓝色羊毛披肩。苏伸出一只胳臂，连枕头一起抱住了她。

“我有件事要告诉你，小丫头，”她说，“贝尔曼先生今天在医院里患肺炎去世了。他只病了两天。头一天早晨，看门人在楼下他自己的房间里发现他时，他非常痛苦，鞋子和衣服全都湿透了，浑身冰凉冰凉的。谁也弄不清楚在那样一个风雨交加的夜晚，他究竟去了哪里。后来他们找到了一盏灯，还没有熄灭，还找到一把被挪动过的梯子，几支散落在地上的画笔，还有一块调色板，上面混合着绿色和黄色的颜料，还有——亲爱的，瞧瞧窗外，瞧瞧墙上那最后一片藤叶。难道你没有想过，为什么风刮得那样厉害，它却一直纹丝不动呢？唉，亲爱的，这片叶子就是贝尔曼的杰作——最后一片藤叶掉下来的那天夜里，他把它画在了砖墙上。”




催眠师杰夫·彼得斯



杰夫·彼得斯为了挣钱，搞出各种歪门邪道，多得就像南卡罗来纳州查尔斯顿那里烹饪米饭的方法。

我最爱听他讲他早年的故事，那时候他走街串巷，兜售膏药和止咳药水，艰难度日。他还常和各种各样的人打交道，拿最后的一枚钱币同命运赌博。

“我到了阿肯色州的费舍尔山，”他说道，“身穿鹿皮衣，脚蹬鹿皮靴，留着披肩长发，手上戴着三十克拉的钻戒——那是我从特克萨卡纳一个演员那里用一把小刀换来的。我真不知道他要我的小刀干什么。

“我当时的身份是印第安名医沃胡大夫。我当时随身只有一件最好的赌本，那就是用延年益寿的植物和草药浸制而成的回春药酒。这种药草是乔克陶族酋长美丽的妻子在为一年一度的玉米节舞会烹煮狗肉寻找配菜时，无意中发现的。

“在上一个镇子上，我的生意不太顺手，因此口袋里只剩下了五块钱。我找到了费舍尔山的药剂师，向他赊了六打八盎司的玻璃瓶和软木塞。我的手提箱里还有在上一个镇子剩下的标签和原料。住进旅馆后，我就拧开水龙头，勾兑好回春药酒，然后一打一打地排在桌子上，这个时候生活仿佛又美好了起来。

“你说是假药？不，先生。那六打药酒里面有足足两块钱的金鸡纳浸出液和一毛钱的阿尼林。好多年后，我路过那些小镇，那里的人们还向我买那种药酒呢。

“当天晚上，我就雇了一辆大车，在大街上卖起了药酒。费舍尔山地势低洼，疟疾流行；据我诊断，润肺强心、活血化瘀的大补药正好满足镇上居民的需要。药酒的销路很好，就像是长期吃素的人在餐桌上看见了肉夹馍。我以一块钱两瓶的价格卖掉了两打，这时，我觉得有人在扯我衣服的下摆。我立刻明白了那是什么意思，赶紧爬下车，把一张五元的钞票偷偷塞进一个胸前佩带着银质星形徽章的人手里。

“‘警官，’我说，‘夜色不错。’

“‘你推销这种非法假货，还冒充药酒，’他问道，‘你有本市颁发的执照吗？’

“‘没有，’我回答，‘我不知道你们这里算是个城市。如果我明天发现这里确实是个城市，有必要的话，我可以去弄一张。’

“‘在你领到执照前，我只好勒令你停业了。’警察说。

“我收掉摊子，回到旅馆。向旅馆老板讲了事情的经过。

“‘哦，你的生意在费舍尔山混不开，’他说，‘霍斯金大夫是这里唯一的医师，他是镇长的小舅子，他们绝不会允许冒牌郎中在这个镇上行医。’

“‘我并没有行医啊，’我说，‘我有一张州里颁发的小贩执照。必要的话，我可以再去领一张市里的执照。’

“第二天早晨，我到了镇长办公室。他们说镇长还没有来，也说不准他到底什么时候上班。于是沃胡大夫只好再次回到旅馆，窝在椅子上，点起一支雪茄，耐心等着。

“没过多久，一个打着蓝色领带的年轻人悄悄在我旁边的椅子上坐下，问我现在是几点。

“‘十点半，’我答道，‘你不是安迪·塔克吗？我见过你做生意。你不是在南方各州销售‘丘比特什锦大礼盒’吗？让我想想，那里面有一枚智利钻石订婚戒指、一枚结婚戒指、一个土豆搅拌机、一瓶镇静糖浆和一张德罗曦·弗农的照片，一共只卖五毛钱。’

“安迪听说我还记得他，十分高兴。他是一个出色的街头推销员，更难能可贵的是，他还有很好的职业精神，赚到百分之三百的利润就心满意足了。很多人拉他去做非法的贩卖假药或者劣质种子的生意，但他从不受诱惑，始终不离开他那条康庄大道。

“我正需要找个搭档，于是就和安迪谈好，联手做生意。我向他介绍了费舍尔山的情况，告诉他由于当地的政治和泻药纠缠在一起，生意不很顺利。安迪是坐当天清早的火车刚到这里的，他手头也不宽裕，也正打算在镇上募集一些资金，到尤里卡喷泉去造一艘新的军舰。于是，我们走到走廊上，开始从长计议。

“第二天上午十一点钟，我正独自坐着的时候，一个黑人慢条斯理地走进了旅馆，来请大夫给班克斯法官看病。班克斯法官貌似就是那位镇长，据说他病得不轻。

“‘我不是医生，’我说，‘你干吗不去请那位医生？’

“‘先生，’他说，‘霍斯金大夫远在二十英里外的乡下，正给人看病呢。镇上只有他一位大夫，班克斯老爷病得很厉害。是他派我来请你的，先生。’

“‘看在同胞的情分上，我就去看看他。’说完，我在口袋里装上一瓶回春药酒，就来到山上镇长的府邸。那是镇上最讲究的房子，斜屋顶，门口的草坪上有两只铁铸的巨犬。

“班克斯镇长除了胡子和脚尖，全身都瘫在床上。他肚子里发出巨大的响声，足以让旧金山所有人误认为发生了地震，全体向空旷处狂奔。一个年轻人端着一杯水，站在床边。

“‘大夫，’镇长说，‘我病体沉重，怕是不久于人世了。您还能妙手回春救我一命吗？’

“‘镇长先生，’我说，‘我命中注定做不成S．Q．拉比乌斯的正式门徒，我从来没上过医学院的任何课程。我只不过是出于同胞间的情谊，来看看有什么可以为您效劳。’

“‘非常感激。’他说，‘沃胡大夫，这是我的外甥比德尔先生，他想减轻我的痛苦，可是毫无功效。哦，天哪！哎呦！哦——’他又叫唤了起来。

“我向比德尔先生打了招呼，然后坐在床沿上，为镇长把脉。‘让我看看你的肝——我是说舌苔。’我说。接着，我翻开他的眼皮，仔细检查他的瞳孔。

“‘你病了多久了？’我问。

“‘我这病是——哎呀——昨晚才发作的。’镇长说，‘大夫，给我开点儿药，好吗？’

“‘菲德尔先生，’我说，‘请把窗帘拉开一点，好吗？’

“‘我叫比德尔，’年轻人纠正我说，‘你不想吃点火腿蛋吗，詹姆斯舅舅？’

“我把耳朵贴在他的右肩胛骨上，听了一会儿，说：‘镇长先生，你的病非常严重，是右锁骨超急性炎症！’

“‘上帝啊！’他叫唤着，‘你能不能在上面抹点什么药，或者正一正骨，也许还能想点儿别的办法。’

“我拿起帽子，向门口走去。

“‘您不是要走了吧，大夫？’镇长带着哭音说，‘您不能就这样一走了之，撇下我不管，让这种灰秃锁骨的超急性癌症折磨死我吧？’

“‘恻隐之心，人皆有之，哇哈大夫，’比德尔先生说，‘您不会眼看着一个同胞被病痛折磨而撒手不管的。’

“‘我是沃胡大夫，别像叱喝牲口那样哇哈哇哈的。’我说完，又回到床边，把我的长头发往后一甩。

“‘镇长先生，你只有一个希望。用药对你已经无济于事了，药物的效力固然很大，但还有一样效力更大的东西。’

“‘那是什么呀？’镇长问。

“‘科学研究证明，精神战胜药物。要相信痛苦和疾病根本就不存在，只不过是我们不舒服时产生的错觉罢了。心诚则灵，试试看吧。’

“‘你说的到底是什么东西，大夫？’镇长问，‘你不是个社会主义者吧？’

“‘我讲的是心理调节的伟大学说——是一种通过远距离、潜意识来治疗癔症和脑膜炎的启蒙学派，一种奇妙的室内运动，也就是人们一般所说的催眠术。’

“‘你能施展这种法术吗，大夫？’镇长问道。

“‘我是犹太教最高长老院的大祭司和内殿法师之一。我只要一施展催眠术，瘫子就能下地走路，瞎子也能重见光明。我是神灵附体的高音催眠家，是灵魂的主宰。最近在安·阿伯尔的降神会上，多亏我施展法术，已故的酒醋公司经理才能重返世间，和他的妹妹简交谈。你看我在街上卖药给穷苦人，’我说，‘但我不会在他们身上施展催眠术。我不能降低身份，因为他们手里没钱。’

“‘那你能为我做吗？’镇长问。

“‘听着，’我说，‘不论到什么地方，医药学会总要找我的麻烦。我并不行医，但是为了救你一命，我可以替你做治疗，只要你这个镇长保证不再追究执照的事。’

“‘那是自然，现在就赶快开始吧，大夫，疼痛又发作了。’

“‘我的费用是二百五十块钱，治疗两次，保证痊愈。’我说。

“‘好，我付。我想我这条老命还能值二百五十块。’

“‘现在，你心里不要总想着病痛。你根本没有生病。你也没有心脏、锁骨、肘部尺骨端和大脑，什么也没有。你没有任何痛苦。一切都是错觉，现在你觉得本来就不存在的疼痛正逐渐消失，是不是？’

“‘我确实觉得好多了，大夫。’镇长说，‘现在，请你再撒几句谎，你再对我说，就说左面根本就没有肿胀，我想我就可以跳起来，吃些香肠和荞麦饼了。’

“我用手比划了几下。

“‘现在，’我说，‘炎症已经消失了。近日点的右叶也已经消退了。你感到睡意沉重，眼睛也睁不开了。目前的病痛已经止住，好了，你睡着了。’

“镇长慢慢闭上眼睛，打起鼾来。

“‘迪德尔先生，’我说，‘你见证了现代科学的奇迹。’

“‘是比德尔，’他说，‘你什么时候给我舅舅做下一次治疗，波波大夫？’

“‘是沃胡，’我说，‘我明天上午十一点再来。等他醒来后，给他吃八滴松节油和三磅肉排。再见。’

“第二天上午我准时到了那里。‘你好啊，里德尔先生，’他打开卧室房门的时候，我向他打招呼，‘你舅舅今天上午怎么样？’

“‘好多啦。’那个年轻人说。

“镇长的气色不错，脉搏正常。我又替他做了一次治疗，最后，他说一点儿疼痛也没有了。

“‘现在，’我说，‘你最好在床上休息一两天，就完全康复啦。镇长先生，你运气不错，正赶上我到了费舍尔山，丰饶角中所记载的正规医师所开的一切药物都救不了你。现在既然身体康复，疼痛消失，咱们也该谈谈比较愉快的话题了，就是那二百五十块钱的医疗费。不要开支票，对不起，我讨厌在支票背面签字，就像讨厌在支票正面签字一样。’

“‘我这儿有现金。’镇长说着从枕头底下摸出一个皮夹子。

“他数出五张五十元的钞票，捏在手里。

“‘把收据拿来。’他对比德尔说。

“我在收据上签了名，镇长把钱交给了我。我小心翼翼地把钱放在贴身的口袋里。

“‘现在你可以执行公务了，警官。’镇长笑嘻嘻地说，根本不像是得了病的人。

“比德尔先生抓住了我的胳膊。

“‘你被捕了，沃胡大夫，别名彼得斯，’他说，‘你违犯本州法律，无照行医。’

“‘你是谁呀？’我问。

“‘我来告诉你他是谁，’镇长从床上坐起来，说，‘他是州医药学会雇用的侦探，已经跟踪你走了五个县。昨天他来找我，我们就定下这个计来抓你。骗子先生，我想你不能在这一带行医了。大夫，你说我得的是什么病来着？’镇长哈哈大笑，‘综合……总之，我想不是痴呆症吧。’

“‘嗬，侦探。’我说。

“‘不错，’比德尔说，‘我得把你移交给司法官。’

“‘你来试试，’我说着，突然卡住比德尔的脖子，几乎要把他扔到窗外。可他掏出一把手枪，抵住了我的下巴。我只好放手，一动不动。他给我带上手铐，从我口袋里掏出了那笔钱。

“‘我证明，’他说，‘班克斯法官，这就是你我做过记号的钞票。我把他押到司法官的办公室，把这钱交给司法官，再由他给你开一张收据。案子审理时，这些钱将作为物证。’

“‘没关系，比德尔先生。’镇长说，‘现在，沃胡大夫，你干什么不施展法力？用你的催眠术，拿牙把手铐打开呀？’

“‘走吧，警官。’我说，‘我会尽力而为。’接着我向老班克斯晃了晃手铐。

“‘镇长先生，用不了多久，你就会发现催眠术是成功的。而且你也应该承认，它在这件事上也是成功的。’

“我想事实的确如此。

“我们快走到大门口时，我说：‘现在我们说不定会碰见什么人，安迪，我想你最好还是把手铐取下来吧，况且——’哈？当然啦，比德尔就是安迪·塔克。这一切都是他的计谋。我们就这样搞到了合伙做生意的本钱。”




提线木偶



一位警察站在第二十四大街与一条漆黑的窄巷的拐角处，高架铁路正好从上面穿过这条街道。时间是凌晨两点。此时，黎明前的黑暗异常浓重，空气阴冷潮湿，让人极不舒服。

一个穿着长大衣的男人轻手轻脚地迅速穿过这条阴暗的小巷，他的帽檐拉得很低，遮住了前额，手里还拿着什么东西。警察彬彬有礼地拦住他询问，但语气中故意流露出自信，而这自信来源于他明白自己所拥有的权威。在这个时间，在这个臭名昭著的小巷里，这位行人匆匆的神色，以及他携带的重物——所有这些凑在一起自然而然地构成了“可疑情况”，需要警察插手干预，调查清楚。

这位“嫌疑犯”很配合地站住了，把帽子往脑后推了一推，借着路灯闪烁的灯光，露出一张镇静自若的面孔。他的鼻子相当长，眼神深邃沉重。他把戴着手套的手伸进大衣侧面的口袋里，掏出一张名片，递给了那位警察。警察举起名片，在摇曳不定的灯光中，看到上面印着“医学博士查尔斯·斯宾塞·詹姆斯”的字样。地址所在的街道和门牌号码位于一个殷实正派的地段，不容人产生好奇心，更不容置疑。警察往下看了一眼他手里提着的物品——一只漂亮的黑皮医药箱，箱子上还有银质的小装饰——更进一步证实了名片对此人身份的担保。

“请吧，医生，”警察边说着，边闪到一旁，神色和蔼可亲但略显笨拙，“上面命令我们要加倍小心。最近人室盗窃和拦路抢劫的案子特别多。在这种天气里深夜出诊，可真够糟糕的。虽然不算太冷，但是湿乎乎的。”

詹姆斯医生彬彬有礼地点了点头，说了一两句附和警察对天气的评论的话，然后继续匆匆前行。那天夜里，他至少遇到了三位巡警，每位都收到了他的名片，看到了他那只足以作为职业典范，足以担保他为人正派、行事正当的医药箱。假如这些警察中有谁觉得不放心，觉得第二天应该去核实一下那张名片的真伪的话，他就会发现确如名片所示，在一个很漂亮的门牌上写着医生的名字，而医生本人，则衣冠楚楚、气定神闲地在他那间设备精良的办公室里工作着。不过前提是，不能去得太早，因为詹姆斯医生总是起得很晚——他还会发现，与他共同生活过两年的邻居们都乐于证实医生历来是个奉公守法的好公民，忠于家庭，事业有成。

因此，这些忠于职守的和平守护者们，如果有任何一位能偷偷溜一眼那只表面上纯洁无瑕的医药箱里面的东西，他准会大吃一惊。一打开箱子，首先映人眼帘的，就是一套最新发明的品质一流的工具，是“保险箱专家”专用的。所谓“保险箱专家”，其实是现在那些天才的保险箱盗窃者自封的名号。这套工具,每一件都是经过专门设计、特别打造的——
 短小但有力的铁撬棍、一
 套形状诡异的钥匙、性能优良的高强度蓝钢钻头和冲头——所有这些，全都能轻松地钻透冰冷的钢铁，就像老鼠啃噬奶酪一样。夹钳可以像水蛭一样吸附在光滑的保险箱门上，然后像牙科大夫拔牙一般干净利索地拔出保险箱的密码锁。在“医药箱”内部的一个小袋子里，有一瓶四盎司装的硝化甘油，现在还剩一半。这些工具下面是一堆皱皱巴巴的钞票和几把金币，这笔钱，总共是八百三十美元。

在一个成员极其有限的社交圈中，詹姆斯医生被称为“了不起的‘希腊人’”。这个神秘的称号一半要归功于他坦然自若的绅士风范；另一半则暗示，用业内的行话来讲，他是带头人，是谋划者，是一个凭借着他的住址、职业所带来的社会影响和声誉获取信息，并以此制订计划，建立他们铤而走险的事业的人。

这个精干的小圈子里其他几位成员是：斯基才·摩根、根姆·德克尔——他们都是骨灰级的“保险箱专家”。还有利奥波德·普雷兹菲尔德，他是城里的珠宝商，专门负责处理三人工作小组搞来的钻石和其他饰品。这几个人全都是讲究义气又能力超群的好人，守口如瓶，忠诚不渝。

那天晚上的工作，这伙人并不满意，他们付出的辛苦劳动没有获得足够的回报。这么一家资本雄厚的纺织品老字号，周六的晚上，那只双层侧栓的老式保险箱里的存款，本来应当不止两千五百美元。但他们当晚只得到这么一点儿钱，三个人按照惯例，当场就把钱平分了。他们原本期望能从这里弄到一万到一万两千美元。不过，这家店的一位老板做事显得过于保守。天一黑，他就把大部分现金装在一个衬衫盒子里，带回家了。

詹姆斯医生沿着杳无人迹的第二十四大街往北走，无论从哪个角度看，这条街都空荡荡的。即使是经常聚集在此的戏剧爱好者们，此时也早都上床休息了。蒙蒙细雨把街面上淋透了；铺路的石头之间，汇集出小小的水洼，借着弧光灯射出的光线，再反射回去，散发出千万道亮晶晶的光芒。一阵冷冽的寒风，携带着雨水，从房子之间的缝隙里扑面吹来。

这位医生刚刚走到一幢高大的、与周围的房屋相比显得与众不同的砖砌建筑的拐角时，那栋房子的大门突然砰的一声打开了，一个嘴里又叫又骂的黑人妇女，噼里哐啷地走下台阶，来到人行道上。她嘴里乱七八糟地嚷嚷着，那神色好像是在自言自语，又像在对什么人说着似的——她这个种族的人，每当独自一人或遭遇困境时，都用这种求救方式。她看上去像是南方那种老式的奴仆——喋喋不休、肆无忌惮、忠心耿耿，却又不服管束。她的模样就生动地描绘出这种个性：肥胖、整洁，总系着围裙、裹着头巾。

这个突然出现的幽灵人物，从那幢静谧的屋子里冒出来，走到台阶底部时，恰好迎面遇上了詹姆斯医生。她的大脑将注意力从发声转化为影像；于是，她不再胡乱叫嚷，而是瞪着一双金鱼眼，死死地盯着医生随身携带的医药箱。

“上帝保佑！”一看到医药箱，她就冒出了这样一句祝福，“你是大夫吗，先生？”

“对，我是大夫。”詹姆斯医生停住了脚步，答道。

“那就请看在上帝的分上，来看看钱德勒先生吧。不知道他是犯了病还是怎么搞的，躺着一动不动，就像死了一样。艾米小姐叫我去找个大夫。天知道要是你没有出现的话，老辛迪该到哪儿去找大夫。要是老主人知道了这里的事情，哪怕只有千分之一，那就有好戏看了。先生，他们肯定会掏出枪的，对，用手枪——在地上用脚步量好距离，然后开始决斗。还有那可怜的小羊羔，艾米小姐……”

“你带路，”詹姆斯医生说着，已经走上了台阶，“如果你想找的是医生的话。要是你想找个听你唠叨的人，那我可没空。”

黑人妇女走在他前面，进了屋子，他们走过一段铺着厚地毯的楼梯，经过两条光线暗淡的走廊。在第二个走廊上，爬得气喘吁吁的领路人拐进了一个门厅，停在一扇门前，打开了门。

“我已经把医生请来了，艾米小姐。”

詹姆斯医生走进房间，向站在床边的一位年轻太太微微欠身。他把医药箱放在一把椅子上，脱掉大衣，把它盖在医药箱和椅背上，然后，泰然自若地向床边走去。

床上躺着一个男人，四肢摊开，仍保持着他倒下去时的姿势——衣着华丽时尚，只有鞋子是脱掉的；全身松散地躺着，一动不动，就像死人一样。

詹姆斯医生身上散发着宁静而镇定的力量，就像一种独特的光环，对他的老顾客而言，这种力量就像是沙漠中凄凉孤独的绝望者遇到的甘泉。尤其是女人们，总是为他在病房里的言行举止所倾倒。那不是追求时髦的大夫对病人一贯的纵容、安慰和讨好，而是淡定从容、沉着自信，有一种战胜命运的气概；那是对人的尊重，并提供保护和勇于献身的精神。他那双坚定、明亮的棕色眼睛中流露出一种深邃的吸引力，他平静的不带任何表情的面孔中，带着冷静像牧师一般的安详，散发着一种潜在的威严，使他看上去非常符合他所担任的倾心知己和安慰者的角色。他有时候出诊，那些初次见面的女性就会告诉他，为了防止夜里有人偷窃，她们把钻石都藏在什么地方了。

詹姆斯医生训练有素，经验丰富，不用转动眼珠就能估算出这间房子里所有家具陈设的等级和品质。这些家具华丽而且昂贵，同时，他也瞥见了那位年轻太太的面貌。她身材娇小，年纪也就在二十出头。她的容貌称得上美丽迷人，不过，现在却——您也许会这么说——黯淡无光，被一种由来已久的已经凝固的忧郁——而不是突如其来的不幸引起的悲痛——所笼罩。她的额头上，一边眉毛的上方，有一块青紫色的瘀伤；他以医生的专业目光判断，受伤的时间不会超过六小时。

詹姆斯医生伸手去摸男人的脉搏。他那双会说话的眼睛询问着那位女士。

“我是钱德勒太太，”她回答说，带着悲伤的南方人那种含糊的腔调，“在您到来之前大约十分钟，我丈夫突然犯病了。他以前就犯过几次心脏病，有几次还很严重。”病人三更半夜还衣着整齐，让她觉得有必要作进一步解释，“他晚上出去了，很晚才回来，说是去赴晚宴，我相信是这样。”

詹姆斯医生现在把注意力转向了他的病人。不论他以哪种“职业”身份出现，他都习惯于全身心投入，把每一个“病例”或者“买卖”做到完美。

病人看上去三十岁上下，脸上流露着一种放荡而鲁莽的神情，不过还算端正，五官匀称，还有一种幽默的神情，弥补了缺点。他衣服上散发着泼洒出来的酒的气味。

医生把病人的外衣脱去，然后，用一把小刀，把衬衫从领子一直割开到腰部。清除了障碍物之后，他把耳朵贴到病人的胸口上仔细倾听。

“二尖瓣回流？”他一边站起身，一边轻声说道。句子结尾用了不确定的升调。他又俯身听了很长时间，这次，他用确诊的语调说：“是二尖瓣闭锁不全。”

“夫人，”他开口说道，那种让人安心的语调经常能缓和人们紧张焦虑的心情，“有可能——”他慢慢转过头，面向着那位太太的时候，却正好看见她脸色苍白，晕了过去，倒在老黑人妇女的怀里。

“可怜的小羊羔！可怜的小羊羔！他们是不是把辛迪大妈的心肝宝贝给害死了？但愿上帝会用怒火来惩罚那些把她引入迷途的人，那些伤了她天使般的心的人，那些害得她沦落到这种地步……”

“把她的脚抬起来，”詹姆斯医生边说，边帮着她支撑起那个虚弱无力的身躯，“她的房间在哪儿？她应该上床休息。”

“在这儿，先生，”那女人裹着头巾的脑袋朝一个房间的门点了点，“那就是艾米小姐的房间。”

他们把她抬进了那个房间，放在床上。她的脉搏非常微弱，不过还算规律。

“她疲劳过度，”医生说，“睡眠就是最好的治疗方法。她醒过来以后，给她喝一杯加热水的甜酒——里面再放个鸡蛋，如果她还吃得下的话。她额头上的伤是怎么回事？”

“她那里撞了一下，先生。可怜的小羊羔摔倒了——哦，才不是这样呢，先生，”——老女人那种变化多端的种族特性使她忽尔勃然大怒——“老辛迪才不要为那个恶魔撒谎呢。是他干的，先生。但愿上帝让他的手烂掉——哎呀！真糟糕！辛迪答应过她温柔的小羊羔，绝对不会讲出来的。艾米小姐受伤了，先生，她头上的伤是摔倒撞的。”

詹姆斯医生向一个放着油灯的精美灯架走了过去，把灯光捻暗了一些。

“你留在这里陪着你的女主人。”他命令道，“安静，让她好好睡一觉。要是她醒过来了，就给她喝加热水的甜酒。要是她的身体变得更加虚弱了，就告诉我。这事儿有点奇怪。”

“这里比这怪的事还多着呢。”黑人妇女又开始唠叨。不过，医生居然一反常态，用上了他很少使用的强制语调叫她闭嘴，他常用这种语调安抚歇斯底里的病人。他回到另一个房间，把门轻轻掩上。床上的男人没有动弹，但是已经睁开了眼睛。他的嘴唇嚅动着，似乎想说什么。詹姆斯医生低下头侧耳倾听，只听到他嘴里低声地呢喃：“钱！那钱！”

“你能听懂我说的话吗？”医生问道，声音压得很低，但很清晰。

那颗脑袋轻轻地点了一下。

“我是医生，是你太太派人请我来的。她们告诉我，您是钱德勒先生。您病得很严重，绝对不能过于兴奋或是紧张。”

病人的眼睛似乎在向他暗示着什么。医生俯低身子，倾听那依然十分微弱的声音。

“钱——两万美元。”

“钱在哪里？——在银行吗？”

眼神表示了否定。“告诉她，”——他说话的声音越来越微弱——“那两万美元——她的钱。”他的目光在房间各处搜索。

“你把这笔钱放到什么地方了吗？”——詹姆斯医生的声音就像女妖塞壬一样诱人，想要从神志不清的人嘴里掏出秘密——“是在这个房间里吗？”

他觉得他从病人逐渐黯淡下去的眼神中读到了些许赞同的意味。他手指下的脉搏已经细若游丝了。

詹姆斯医生另一门职业的本能在他的心头和脑海里浮现。他行事果断，像对待别的事情一样很快做出决定：要探听出这笔钱的下落，即使要以精心算计一个人的生命作为代价也在所不惜。

他从口袋里掏出一小本空白的处方笺，扯下一张，按照标准的常规做法，随意开出一张适合患者需要的药方。他走到里屋门口，轻轻地叫那个黑人妇女出来，把药方交给她，吩咐她赶快去药房，把药买回来。

她嘀嘀咕咕地说了几句之后就走了，医生走回到钱德勒夫人的床边。她还在沉睡着，脉搏已经强了一点儿，额头除了瘀伤周围红肿的地方，也都不再发烫，上面还有一层薄薄的汗珠。除非受到打扰，否则，她还能睡上好几个小时。他找到房门钥匙，出去的时候顺手把门锁上了。

詹姆斯医生看了看自己的手表，有半个小时可供他自由支配，因为那个老妇人不太可能在半小时内买完药赶回来。接下来，他找到一只水罐和平底玻璃杯，打开医药箱，拿出装着硝化甘油的小瓶。他那些善于摆弄手摇曲柄钻的同行弟兄们都把硝化甘油简称为“油”。

他把一滴这种淡黄色、浓稠的液体倒在平底玻璃杯里，又取出银色的皮下注射管套管，拧上针头，小心翼翼地用注射器上的刻度测量好每一管水，抽了几次，几乎用了半杯水来稀释那一滴油。

这天晚上，就在两个小时之前，詹姆斯医生就是用这支注射器，把未经稀释的液体注射进一个他在保险箱锁上钻开的小孔里；然后，随着一声沉闷的爆炸声，控制着插销运转的机械被毁掉了。现在，他打算用同样的方法，来激荡人类生命最主要的机械——撕裂这个人的心脏——每一下打击都是为了随后唾手可得的金钱。

相同的手段，但用了不一样的形式。前者是一位鲁莽狂暴、充满了原始动力的金属巨人，而这位，是将致命的武器掩藏在天鹅绒和花边之下的阿谀奉承的弄臣。因为，医生正用针管小心翼翼地注入从平底玻璃杯抽取的液体，如今这液体已经成为三硝酸甘油酯溶剂，这是医学上迄今为止所知的最为猛烈的强心剂。两盎司就足以把铁制保险箱坚固的门炸裂开，现在，他要用一滴量的五十分之一来使一个人复杂精细的生命机体永远静止。

不过，不是立刻静止。这不是他的打算。首先，它要快速增强他身体的活力，要给身体每一个器官和机能一个强有力的推动力。心脏会对这种致命的刺激做出剧烈反应，血管里的血液会更快地流回到它的源头。

但是，詹姆斯医生心里非常清楚，用这种方式过度刺激心脏就意味着死亡，就像用步枪瞄准他，射出的子弹正好打中心脏一样。由于窃贼使用的这种“油”的刺激而带来的动力会增加血液的流量，本来就不畅的血管会因此完全堵塞，接着，生命的源泉就会停止流动了。

医生解开了毫无知觉的钱德勒的衣服，露出胸膛。他熟练而轻易地把针筒里的液体注射到病人心前区一带皮下的肌肉里。他身兼两职，但不管从事哪种行业，他做事都干净利落；注射完毕，他仔细地把针头擦拭干净，把不使用时堵住针管的细铜丝重新插好。

三分钟后，钱德勒睁开了眼睛，开口说话了；声音虽然还很微弱，但能听得清楚。他问是谁在护理他。詹姆斯医生把他来到这里的原因又解释了一遍。

“我妻子在哪儿？”病人问道。

“她睡觉了——由于疲劳过度，又焦虑不安。”医生回答，“我不建议叫醒她，除非——”

“没有——没必要了。”钱德勒呼吸短促，说话一顿一顿的，“你因为我的原因——去打扰她——她不会——感激你的。”

詹姆斯医生把椅子拖到床边，决不能把时间浪费在聊天谈话上。

“几分钟之前，”他开始问道，用上了他另一门职业阴沉严肃而坦率直接的语气，“您曾经试图告诉我关于一笔钱的事情。我不打算得到您的信任，不过，我有义务告诉您，焦虑不安和过分担忧会阻碍您身体的康复。假如您有什么信息要传达——借此宽慰您的心事——关于那两万块钱，我记得这是您提到的数目——您最好说出来。”

钱德勒没有办法转动脑袋，但他把视线转向了说话人的方向。

“我说了——这笔钱——在什么地方了吗？”

“没有，”医生回答说，“我仅仅只是推测而已，从您模糊不清的话语中我觉得您非常关心这笔钱的安全。如果它就在这个房间里的话——”

詹姆斯医生停顿了下来。他是不是从病人嘲讽的表情上看到了一丝恍然大悟的神色？他是否看到了一丝怀疑的光芒闪过？他刚刚是不是有些迫不及待了？还是他说得太多说漏了嘴？钱德勒接下来的话让他恢复了自信。

“除了——那边的那个——保险箱，”他气喘吁吁，接着说，“还能——在哪儿呢？”

他的目光指向房间的一个角落。直到现在，医生才第一次注意到一个小小的铁制保险箱，被窗帘拖曳的下端遮住了一半。

他站起身来，抓住了病人的手腕。病人的脉搏跳动得异常激烈，中间还夹杂着不祥的停顿。

“抬起胳膊。”詹姆斯医生命令道。

“你知道的——我动不了，大夫。”

医生迅速走到通向过道的门前，打开门，听了听外面的动静。万籁俱寂。他不再绕弯子，径直走到保险箱前，仔细检查了一下。保险箱样式老旧，构造简单，也只能防防家里手脚不干净的仆人。以他的技巧来说，这跟一件玩具并无差异，相当于稻草和硬纸板糊成的东西，拿到这笔钱就如翻掌观纹一般。他可以用钳子拔出号码钮，钻开制动栓，然后打开保险箱的门，前后也用不了两分钟。也许，换另一种方法，只用一分钟就能搞定。

他跪在地板上，把耳朵凑在密码盘上，慢慢地转动旋钮。果然不出所料，这个锁只用了一个组合密码。制动栓转动的时候，他敏锐的耳朵捕捉到了锁芯被拨动的轻微的咔嗒声。他对上了那个密码，转动手柄，一把拉开了保险箱。

但保险箱里空空荡荡——在空的铁方格子里，甚至连张碎纸片都没有。

詹姆斯医生站了起来，走回到病床前。

垂死的人额头大汗淋漓，但是，嘴角和眼睛里都露出了嘲弄而可怕的冷笑。

“我还从来没有——没有见过，”他艰难地说道，“治病救人和——入室抢劫合二为一！你身兼二职——能够双倍赢利——收入不错吧——亲爱的医生！”

詹姆斯医生从未遭遇过眼下这种尴尬局面，也从未经历过比这更能考验他卓越才干的时刻。他这位受害者恶魔般残忍的幽默，使他陷入一种既荒谬可笑又不安全的境地。但他还是尽力保持着自己的尊严和清醒的头脑。他掏出手表，等待着这个男人死去。

“你对——对那笔钱——未免——太性急了。可是，亲爱的大夫——那笔钱——你永远也——拿不到。它很安全。再安全不过了。那笔钱全部——都在——在赌注经纪人——手里。两万——美金——艾米的钱。我拿去赛马赌掉了——输得精光——一分钱都不剩。我是个败家子，盗贼先生——对不起，我说错了——应该是大夫，但是，我输得光明正大。我想——我还从来没见过——像你一样——这样一个——表面闪闪发光的坏蛋。大夫——对不起，我又说错了——是盗贼先生，我从没见过你这样的人。给受害者——原谅我说错了——是病人——倒一杯水——有没有违背——你们这个行业的——职业道德？”

詹姆斯医生给钱德勒先生倒了一杯水。但他几乎无法吞咽。强烈的药性带来的反应一阵一阵有规律地袭来。但在垂死之际，他还想着再狠狠地嘲弄一下别人。

“赌棍——酒鬼——败家子——这些我都是，可是——一个医生兼窃贼！”

医生对他刻薄的侮辱仅仅用了一句话作为答复。他俯下身子，瞪着钱德勒急剧凝滞的目光，用手指向那位正沉沉入睡的女士的房间；姿势如此严厉而意味深长，连这个奄奄一息、瘫在床上的男人都不得不用尽了他剩余的力气，稍稍抬起头来，想看个究竟。结果什么也没有看到，但是，他听到了医生冰冷的话语——这是他临终前听到的最后的声音：

“我还从来没有——打过一个女人。”

要对这种人做出分析研究肯定是徒劳无功的，没有哪一门课程的知识范围能够涵盖他们。人们提起某些人的时候总是会说，“他会做这种事”，或者“他会做那种事”，他们就是这些人的后裔。我们仅仅知道有这种人存在；而且我们也可以观察他们，议论他们毫不掩饰的各种行为，就像孩子们观看并谈论提线木偶一样。

不过，这两个人，从利己主义的角度考虑，他们一个是谋财害命的强盗兼杀手，站在他的受害者面前；另一个，虽然没有严重违法，但行为却更为卑劣，惹人厌恶，他正躺在床上，住在受到他虐待、殴打、迫害的妻子的房间里；这两个人一个是恶虎，另一个是豺狼。想象一下，他们两个，都觉得对方卑鄙无耻，让人恶心；两个人都罪恶昭著，却还妄图在罪恶的泥潭中向对方炫耀自己那种纯洁无瑕的行为准则，即使这种准则不关乎荣誉。

詹姆斯医生的一记反驳肯定击中了对方残余的一丝羞耻之心和身为男子汉的气概，因为这句话成了对他的致命一击。他的脸上涌上一阵暗紫色的潮红——垂死红斑，接着停止了呼吸——钱德勒几乎是一动不动地命归黄泉了。

他刚咽下最后一口气，黑人妇女就把药买回来了。詹姆斯医生一边用手轻轻地按着死者合上的眼睛，一边把结果告诉了她。没有悲哀，只是一种对抽象的死亡的概念让她黯然神伤。她抽抽咽咽地流下眼泪，同时还夹杂着一贯的唠叨。

“报应终于来了！这都是上帝的安排。上帝会审判有罪的人，帮助受苦受难的人。现在他该帮我们的忙了。为了买这瓶药，辛迪我已经花掉了最后一个硬币。结果药也没用上。”

“我想问一下，”詹姆斯医生说，“难道钱德勒太太没有钱吗？”

“钱？先生，你知道艾米小姐为什么晕倒，为什么这么虚弱吗？这都是饿的啊，先生。这所房子里除了几块碎饼干外，已经三天没有吃的了。那个小天使几个月以前就把自己的戒指和手表都卖了。这栋漂亮的房子，先生，还有那些红地毯啊，发亮的家具啊，都是租来的；那个男人还恶声恶气地催着要租金。那个恶魔——上帝，饶恕吧——现在，他已经在您的手里得到报应啦！他把家产全都败光了。”

医生的沉默鼓励她继续说下去，他从辛迪杂乱无章的唠叨中，理出了一个老套的故事，故事交织着幻想、人性的冲动、灾难、残忍以及傲慢。在她喋喋不休的话语所展示的乱七八糟的全景图中，有几幅清晰的画面：遥远的南方一个理想的家；一场草率的婚姻，婚后很快就后悔了；一段充满侮辱和虐待的不幸生活；而最近，女方得到一笔遗产，原本可以用来解救自己离开苦难，却被那个狼心狗肺的东西夺走了，两个月不见踪影，把钱挥霍一空，最后，他喝得醉醺醺的又回来了。在这个混乱模糊的故事中，有一条虽然不太突出、但还是可以辨认出来、清晰的洁白的细线——那就是年老的黑人妇女淳朴单纯、始终不渝的爱。她坚定不移地追随着自己的女主人，克服一切艰难险阻。

最后，她终于不再说话时，医生开口了，他问她家里是否还剩有威士忌或者别的什么烈酒。还有，老女人告诉他，餐具柜里还有那个狼心狗肺的东西喝剩的半瓶白兰地。

“就照我刚才告诉你的那样，准备一份加热水的甜酒，”詹姆斯医生说，“叫醒你的女主人，让她喝下去，然后再告诉她都发生了什么事情。”

大约十分钟后，钱德勒太太在老辛迪的搀扶下，走了进来。刚才睡了一觉，又喝了点热酒，她看起来不那么虚弱了。詹姆斯医生已经用床单盖住了床上的尸体。

这位太太悲伤的目光中半含着惊恐，向床上迅速一瞥，然后，向她忠诚的保护者靠得更近了一些。她明亮的眼里没有泪水，好像已经尝遍了辛酸和苦难，眼睛已经干涸，感觉已经麻木。

詹姆斯医生站在桌子旁边，他已经穿上了大衣，手里拿着帽子和医药箱。他神情镇静、冷漠而安详——他的职业使他已经见惯了人类的痛苦。只是他那双棕色的眼睛闪烁着身为医生这个职业所特有的同情的光芒。

他温柔但简短地说：夜已经深了，所以，要找人帮忙恐怕会很困难，他会亲自去找几个合适的人来帮忙料理后事。

“最后还有一件事，”医生指着打开的保险箱说道，“您的丈夫，钱德勒先生，在最后时刻知道自己快要不行了，就把那个保险箱的组合密码告诉了我，让我把门打开。如果您什么时候要使用它，记住密码是四十一。要向右拧几圈，再向左拧一圈，然后停在四十一这个数字上。他不愿意让我惊动您，尽管他知道自己大限已至。”

“他说在那只保险箱里，他放了一笔钱——数额不大——不过，也足够让您完成他最后的请求了。他希望您回到故乡，然后过上好日子，等您日子过得好一些的时候，请您原谅他对您犯下的种种罪孽。”

他指了指桌子，桌子上放着一叠堆放得整整齐齐的钞票，钞票上还压着两摞金币。

“钱在那里——和他所说的一样——八百三十美元。请允许我留下我的名片，也许以后还有什么我可以帮助您的地方。”

这就是说，他在最后的时刻还是惦记着她的，而且如此周到！又来得这么晚！但是，这个谎言，仍在她以为早已灰飞烟灭的似水柔情中煽起了最后一点温柔的火星。她高声哭喊着：“罗伯！罗伯！”然后转过身，扑进她最忠诚的仆人怀里，用泪水冲淡她的悲哀。值得欣慰的是，在她此后的岁月中，凶手的谎言会像一颗小小的星星，在她爱人的坟墓上空闪烁，给她以慰藉，赢得她的谅解，不管当事人有没有请求她的原谅。

黑人女仆把她搂在胸前。她像个孩子一样，被低声吟唱的模糊字句慰藉着，渐渐平静了下来。等她终于抬起头来——但是，医生已经走了。




我们选择的道路



在图森以西二十英里的一座水塔旁，“落日号”特快列车停下来加水。除了加水，这趟闻名遐迩的特快列车的车头上，还加了其他一些对它很不利的东西。

就在司炉工放下抽水管的时候，有三个人爬上了火车头，他们是鲍勃·迪博尔，“鲨鱼”多德森以及有四分之一克里克印第安血统的“大人物”约翰。他们带着三支枪，现在三个圆口都对准了火车司机。黑洞洞的枪口所带来的不详讯号，使司机赶忙举起了双手，这样的动作往往伴随着对方“快说！”的喊声。

这伙人的头儿是“鲨鱼”多德森，他干脆利落地发出命令，于是，火车司机乖乖地从车上跳下来，将火车头和煤水车卸开。接着，“大人物”约翰蹲在煤堆上，开玩笑似的，把两支枪瞄准火车司机和司炉工，吩咐他们把火车头开到五十码外的地方待命。

在“鲨鱼”多德森和鲍勃·迪博尔眼里，乘客不过是品质低劣的矿石，他们根本不屑一顾，也不值得去多费手脚。他们直接冲向这列快车上“富饶的矿坑”。他们发现押运员还自得其乐，满以为“落日号”特快列车只是添加了纯净的清水，而没有加载任何危险、刺激的东西。鲍勃当即用他六连发左轮手枪的枪托把这样的念头敲出了那个人的脑袋，与此同时，“鲨鱼”多德森已经用炸药炸开了这列快车的保险箱。

保险箱被炸开后，露出总价值三万美元的黄金和现钞。乘客们漫不经心地从车窗探出头来，想看看哪块云彩在打雷。列车员急忙去拉警铃，可是被割断的绳子却松松垮垮，一拉就掉了下来。“鲨鱼”多德森和鲍勃·迪博尔把他们的战利品装入一只结实的帆布口袋，冲出了特快列车，向火车头跑去——高跟长筒靴使他们奔跑时磕磕绊绊。

火车司机虽然憋了一肚子闷气，却还算是个识时务的俊杰，他遵照命令，开动火车头，迅速远离了不能动弹的列车车身。可是，就在这项任务完成之前，特快列车的押运员已经从鲍勃·迪博尔强制他退居中立的一击中清醒了过来。他拿起一把温切斯特步枪，跳出车厢，也加入了这场争斗。坐在煤水车上的“大人物”约翰不经意间错走一着，成了最理想的枪靶，被押运员逮了个正着——一颗子弹正好从他的两片肩胛骨中间穿过。这位克里克勤勉的骑士滚落到地上，让他的同伴每人额外增加了六分之一的赃款。

火车头开到离水塔两英里的地方，司机被赶下了车。

两个强盗泰然自若地向火车挥手道别，然后冲下一片陡峭的山坡，消失在铁路两边的密林里。在茂密的灌木丛中横冲直撞了五分钟之后，他们来到一片稀疏的树林。那里有三匹马拴在低垂的树枝上，其中有一匹是留给“大人物”约翰的。可是不管是白天还是黑夜，他都再也骑不了马了。两个强盗卸下这匹马的马鞍和笼头，把它放了。他们骑上了另外两匹马，把那只帆布袋横在其中的一匹的鞍头上，谨慎又迅速地穿过树林，来到了一个原始又荒凉的峡谷。这时，在一块长满青苔的大圆石头上，鲍勃·迪博尔胯下的坐骑滑了一下，摔断了前腿。他们立刻往它脑袋上开了一枪，然后坐下来商议怎样远走高飞。他们一路走过的路径极其迂回曲折；所以，到目前为止，他们还能暂保安全，时间并不紧张。即便是行动最为迅捷的搜索队，要想追踪而至，在时间上和空间上都还相距甚远。“鲨鱼”多德森的马已经松开笼头，缰绳拖在地上，气喘吁吁的，正兴奋地沿着峡谷的溪流吃着青草。鲍勃·迪博尔打开帆布口袋，一手拿起一扎扎捆得整整齐齐的钞票，一手抓出一把金币，高兴得像个孩子。

“嗨，你这个双料强盗，”他兴高采烈地招呼多德森，“你说过我们准能办到。你可真有金融头脑，说起做生意，整个亚利桑那州，你真是无人能及啊。”

“你没有马可怎么办啊，鲍勃？咱们不能在这儿久留。明天天亮之前他们会追上来的。”

“噢，我想你那匹印第安种的小马同时驮我们两个，还能坚持一阵。”生性乐观的鲍勃回答，“路上我们看到马，就抢一匹。天哪，我们可真是发财啦，是不是？看看上面的标签，总共有三万块呢，每人一万五！”

“比我预期的要少得多，”“鲨鱼”多德森用脚尖轻轻地踢了踢那些钱。然后，若有所思地看着他那匹疲惫的坐骑汗水淋漓的两肋。

“老玻利瓦尔已经差不多筋疲力尽了，”他慢吞吞地说，“我真希望你那匹马没有摔伤。”

“我也希望如此，”鲍勃诚心诚意地回答，“可那也是没有办法的事情。玻利瓦尔耐力很好，它能驮着咱们两个，直到找到新的坐骑。该死的，鲨鱼，我总是在想这事儿有多奇怪，你这样一个东部人来到这里闯荡，做起空手套白狼的生意比我们还厉害。对了，你到底是东部什么地方人？”

“纽约州，”“鲨鱼”多德森说着，在一块岩石上坐了下来，嘴里嚼着一根嫩枝。“我出生在阿尔斯特县的一个农场，十七岁的时候离家出走。我来到西部纯属偶然。我当时背着一个包裹，里面都是我的衣服。我沿着马路走着，一心想到纽约去，想到那里去挣大钱。我总是觉得我一定能行。有一天傍晚，我走到一个岔路口，也不知道该走哪条路。我琢磨了半个钟头，然后选择了左边那条。那天晚上，我遇见了一个在乡镇巡回演出西部戏的剧团，后来我就跟着剧团来到了西部。现在我还常常想，如果当时我选择了另一条道路，我的人生会不会有所不同。”

“噢，我估计到头来你还是现在这个样子。”鲍勃·迪博尔轻松地说出了一句颇有哲理的话，“关键不在于我们选择了哪条道路。我们最终成为什么样的人，是我们内在的本性决定的。”

“鲨鱼”多德森站起身，靠在一棵树上。

“鲍勃，我真希望你那匹马没有摔伤。”他又说了一遍，语气中似乎有些伤感。

“我不也一样嘛，”鲍勃表示同意，“它绝对是匹上等的好马。不过，还有玻利瓦尔，它肯定能帮我们渡过难关的。我想我们该动身了，是不是，鲨鱼？我把这堆钱重新装好，我们就出发，去找个更安全的地方吧。”

鲍勃·迪博尔把赃款又放回袋子里，用绳子把袋口扎紧。再抬起头时，他看到了一件触目惊心的东西——“鲨鱼”多德森那只四五口径的手枪黑洞洞的枪口，正一动不动地瞄准自己。

“别开玩笑了，”鲍勃咧着嘴，说道，“我们还得赶紧赶路呢。”

“别动，”“鲨鱼”说，“你不用赶路了，鲍勃。我真的不愿这样，但却不得不告诉你，我们两个只有一个人能逃得出去。玻利瓦尔已经累坏了，它驮不动两个人。”

“多德森，三年了，咱们一直都是搭档，”鲍勃平静地说，“我们一起出生入死也不是一次两次了。我一向和你公平交易，也一直当你是条汉子。我也曾经听到过一些关于你的可疑传闻，说你不怎么光明地杀死过一两个人。但我从不相信。现在，如果你只是和我开玩笑的话，那就把手枪收起来，我们骑上玻利瓦尔，赶快离开这儿。如果你真想杀我——那就开枪吧，你这个毒蜘蛛养的黑心小子！”

“鲨鱼”多德森脸上露出哀伤之情，叹口气说：“你不知道，你那匹栗色马摔断了腿，我心里有多难过，鲍勃。”

瞬间，多德森又露出了杀气腾腾的凶相，还夹杂着冷酷与贪婪。这人的本性显露了一会儿，就像表面看上去是正派人家的房子，窗口上却突然出现了一副狰狞的面孔。

确实，鲍勃·迪博尔再也不用赶路了。他那位背信弃义的朋友四五口径的手枪发出了致命的一声巨响，峡谷四面传来愤愤不平的回声。而玻利瓦尔，这个不明真相的帮凶，免去了“驮两个人”的重压，驮着“落日号”特快列车最后一个强盗飞驰而去了。

就在“鲨鱼”多德森疾驰的时候，他眼前的树林似乎在逐渐消失，他右手握着的左轮手枪变成了红木椅子弯曲的扶手，马鞍居然装上了奇怪的软垫。他睁开眼睛，看见自己的双脚并没有踩在马镫上，而是安安静静地搁在一张橡木办公桌的角上。

我方才说到的就是，多德森——多德森·德克公司的老板，华尔街经纪人——睁开了眼睛。机要秘书皮博迪正站在他椅子旁边，犹豫不定地像是要说些什么。楼下传来一片嘈杂的车轮声，屋子的电风扇发出催人入睡的“嗡嗡”声。

“啊！皮博迪，”多德森说着眨了眨眼睛，“我准是睡着了。我做了一个非常奇怪的梦。有什么事吗，皮博迪？”

“老板，特雷西·威廉斯公司的威廉斯先生正在外面等着。他是来结算那只X．Y．Z．股票的。他想卖空，结果被套住了。您大概还记得吧，先生？”

“没错，我记得。X．Y．Z．今天报价多少，皮博迪？”

“每股一块八毛五，经理。”

“那就按这个价格结吧。”

“对不起，我想说一句，”皮博迪神色相当紧张，“可是我刚和威廉斯先生谈过，他是您的老朋友了，多德森先生，而您实际上已经垄断了X．Y．Z．的股票。我想您也许——我的意思是，您也许不记得了，当时他卖给您的价格是九毛八。要是按现在的报价结账，恐怕他得倾家荡产了。”

瞬间，多德森又露出了杀气腾腾的凶相，还夹杂着冷酷与贪婪；这人的本性显露了一会儿，就像表面看上去是正派人家的房子，窗口上却突然出现了一副狰狞的面孔。

“他必须按一块八毛五结账，”多德森说，“玻利瓦尔驮不动两个人。”




艺术良心



“我始终没能说服我的搭档安迪·塔克，让他遵守诈骗这个行当的职业道德。”杰夫·彼得斯有一天这样对我说。

“安迪想象力太丰富了，丰富得让人觉得不诚实。他总是能想出许多不正当而又巧妙的骗钱手段，那些手段甚至连‘铁路扣税制度’里都没有先例。

“而我与他不同，我拿了人家的钱，总不愿不给人家一点儿东西作为回报，比如镀金的首饰、花籽、止痛药水、股票证券、炉台清洁粉，或者砸破人家的脑袋，人家花了钱，总得有些回报。我猜我的祖先里准有几个新英格兰人，他们把对警察的畏惧心理遗传了一些给我。

“但是安迪的家族史则不太一样。我认为他就像一家股份有限公司的历史一样短，没有可供传承的历史。

“有一年夏天，我们在西部的俄亥俄河流域做买卖，推销家庭相册、头痛粉和灭蟑螂药片。安迪灵机一动，想到了一个能赚大钱的巧妙办法，但也可能惹上官司。

“‘杰夫，’他说，‘我一直在考虑，我们不应该总是打那些乡下人的主意，而应该把注意力转移到油水多、有出息的事情上去。要是总在农民身上搜刮小钱，就会被人归入初级骗子的行列了。咱们应该到高楼林立的地方去，在大雄鹿的胸脯上来上一口，弄笔大买卖，你看怎么样？’

“‘得了吧，’我说，‘你知道我的脾气。我宁愿干我们现在干的这类买卖，规矩合法。收了人家钱财，我总要给人家留一点实实在在的东西，让他看得见、摸得着，省得他盯着我；哪怕那东西分文不值，只能带来麻烦。你有什么新主意，安迪，也不妨说出来听听。我也不是只玩些小骗局的，如果能有办法多赚点儿钱，我也不反对。’

“‘我想的是，’安迪说，‘在那一大群美国的“迈达斯”中间打一次猎，就是那些通常被称做“匹茨堡百万富翁”的人，不用猎号，不带猎狗，也不用照相机。’

“‘在纽约吗？’我问道。

“‘你错了，’安迪说，‘在匹茨堡。那里才是这些百万富翁的栖息地。他们不喜欢纽约，只有不得已的时候才偶尔去玩玩。’

“‘匹茨堡的百万富翁到了纽约，就像苍蝇落进滚烫的咖啡里，总能引起人们的注意，并被指指点点，遭人议论；他们自己却感觉不出咖啡的味道。纽约到处是鬼鬼祟祟的势利小人，他们在这里花钱，还遭到嘲笑，说他们花得冤枉。其实，他们的实际开销并不大。有个身价一千五百万元的匹茨堡人，在这个徒有虚名的商业中心住了十天，我亲眼见过他的账单。账目是这样的：







往返火车：21.00元






出入旅馆来的交通费：2.00元






旅馆住宿费（每天5元）：50元






小费：5,750元






总计：5,823元








“‘纽约就是这样，’安迪接着说，‘纽约市就像个餐厅的服务员领班。你给小费要是多得出了格，他就会跑到门口，跟保管衣帽的服务员拿你开心。因此，匹茨堡人想花钱买高兴时，总是留在本地。所以，我们得到那里找他们。’

“闲话少说，我和安迪把我们的巴黎绿、安替吡啉药粉和相册存放在一个朋友家的地下室里，便起身去了匹茨堡。安迪并没有制订好计划，没有说是采用欺诈手段，还是使用暴力。但他无论何时都信心十足，做缺德生意的天赋使他能随机应变、从容应付。

“他知道我做事保守，品行端正；为此他做出了让步，他提出无论我们两个人合作做什么非法的买卖，只要我尽心竭力，他就保证拿了人家钱，一定还让人家能得到触觉、视觉、味觉、嗅觉所能感知的实实在在的东西，好让我在良心上也能过得去。他做出这种承诺，我才踏实下来，轻松愉快地参加了骗局。

“我们在一条名叫史密斯菲尔德大街的煤渣路上溜达，路上雾气蒙蒙。我问道：‘安迪，你想没想出办法，好让我们去结识那些焦炭大王和生铁巨头？并不是我妄自菲薄，长别人的志气，灭自己的威风，’我说道，‘但是，要混进那些抽高档雪茄的人的沙龙，恐怕比你想象得要难吧？’

“‘如果说真有什么困难的话，’安迪说，‘那只在于我们自己的文化修养要高出他们一筹。匹茨堡的百万富翁们都是些诚恳单纯、没有架子、讲究民主的人。’

“‘他们态度粗鲁，表面上好像兴高采烈、大大咧咧，实际上都是不懂得礼貌和规矩的家伙。这些人大多出身卑微，’安迪说，‘除非这个城市不再雾气蒙蒙，否则他们仍会生活在卑微之中。只要我们态度随和，不装腔作势，不有意疏远，经常还能引起他们的注意，就像钢轨进口税那样，我们和那些百万富翁相识交往并没有什么困难。’

“就这样，安迪和我在城里逛了三四天，搜集情报。我们已经知道了几个百万富翁的模样。

“有一个富翁常把他的汽车停在我们住的酒店门口，让人拿一夸脱香槟酒给他。服务员拔掉瓶塞，他就凑着瓶口喝。这说明他发财之前有可能是个吹玻璃的工人。

“一天晚上，安迪没有回酒店吃饭，直到夜里十一点，他才来到我的房间。

“‘找到一个啦，杰夫，’他说，‘身价一千二百万。有油田、轧钢厂、房地产和天然气。这个人挺好，一点儿没有架子，最近五年发了财。现在，他聘请了好几位教授，替他补习文学、艺术、服饰打扮之类的东西。’

“‘我见到他的时候，他刚和钢铁公司的一位老板打赌，说阿勒格尼轧钢厂今天准有四个人自杀，结果赢了一万块钱。在场的人都拥着他到酒吧，让他请客喝酒。他一眼就看中了我，请我吃晚饭。我们去了钻石巷的一家餐厅，坐在高脚椅上，喝了起泡的摩泽尔葡萄酒，吃了蛤蜊羹和油炸苹果派。’

“‘吃完饭，他带我去看他在自由街上的单身公寓。那套公寓有十个房间，在海鲜市场楼上，第三层还有洗澡的地方。他告诉我，光是装修就花了一万八千块，我觉得差不多是这个价钱。’

“‘有一个房间收藏的油画价值四万元，另一个房间收藏着古董古玩，价值也有两万元。这个人姓斯卡德，四十五岁，正在学钢琴。他的油井每天出一万五千桶原油。’

“‘好吧，’我说，‘能认识这个人很让人满意。可又有什么用呢？他收藏的名画古董和我们有什么关系呢？油井出原油又和我们有什么关系呢？’

“安迪坐在床边，沉思片刻，说：‘嗯，这个人并不是普通的那些附庸风雅的人。他带我去看房间里的艺术品时，红光满面，神采飞扬，就像炼焦炉门一样。他说：只要他的几笔大买卖能做成，不论是J．P．摩根收藏的挂毯，还是缅因州奥古斯塔的珠宝，都会相形见绌，真能算是小巫见大巫。’

“‘然后他给我看了一件小雕刻，’安迪接着说，‘谁都看得出那是一件珍品。他说这件东西是大约两千年前的文物，是从整块象牙中雕刻出的一朵莲花，莲花中间有一个美女的头像。’

“‘斯卡德查阅了一本清单，上面有记载。很久以前，埃及有一位名叫哈夫拉的雕刻家做了一对献给拉姆泽斯二世。另一件已经不知去向了。旧货商和古玩商在欧洲找了个遍，但还是没有找到。现在这件是斯卡德花了两千块钱买来的。’

“‘哦，够啦，’我说，‘这些话在我听来毫无价值，就像小溪流水一样。我原以为我们来这儿是为了给那些百万富翁上上课，而不是来向他们学习艺术知识的。’

“‘淡定，’安迪满不在乎地说，‘这离我们找到下手的机会，已经不远了。’

“第二天，安迪在外面待了一上午，到中午才回来。他一回到酒店，就把我叫进他的房间，从口袋里掏出一个鹅蛋大小的圆圆的包裹。打开一看，里面是一件象牙雕刻，和他给我讲的那件百万富翁的收藏品一模一样。

“‘我刚才去了一家当铺，’安迪说，‘看见这东西压在一大堆古剑和旧货下面。当铺老板说这东西已经在他店里放了好几年了，大概是住在河下游的外国人当的，也记不清是阿拉伯人、土耳其人，还是什么别的国家的人，到期未赎，成了死当。’

“‘我出两块钱向他买，但我准是神情过于急迫，让老板发现了；他说出价不到三十五元，那就等于从他儿女嘴里抢面包。最终，我们以二十五元成交。’

“‘杰夫，’安迪又说，‘这东西和斯卡德收藏的正好是一对，一模一样。他准会二话不说就把它买下来的。谁能肯定这不是那个老吉卜赛人雕刻的另一个真货呢！

“‘那倒没错，’我说，‘现在我们怎么让他上钩，使他能乖乖地自愿来买呢？’

“安迪早就成竹在胸，我来说说我们是怎样做到的吧。

“我戴上一副蓝眼镜，穿上黑色礼服，把头发揉得乱蓬蓬的，就成了皮克尔曼教授。我到另一家酒店登记开房，又给斯卡德发了一封电报，约他立即来见面，说是商谈有关艺术的事情。不到一个小时，他就赶到酒店，上了电梯，来到我的房间。他嗓门响亮，其貌不扬，身上带着康涅狄格州雪茄烟和石脑油的味道。

“‘你好，教授！’他大声嚷道，‘生意如何？’

“我揉了揉已经乱蓬蓬的头发，从蓝镜片后面瞪了他一眼。

“‘先生，’我说，‘您是宾夕法尼亚州匹茨堡的科尼利厄斯·T．斯卡德吗？’

“‘是的，’他回答，‘出去喝杯酒吧。’

“‘我既没有时间，也没有胃口，’我说，‘喝酒对身体没好处，我可不以此消遣。我从纽约来，是想和你谈谈生意——哦，有关艺术的事情。’

“‘我听说你有一件埃及象牙雕刻，是拉姆泽斯二世时期的作品，雕的是一朵莲花，托着伊西斯皇后的头像。这件作品本来是一对，其中一件已经失踪多年了。最近我在维也纳一家当铺——哦，是一家不太著名的博物馆里发现了它，买了下来。你收藏的那件我也想买下来，请开个价吧。’

“‘天啊，教授！’斯卡德说，‘你找到了另一件吗？你要买我的？不，我科尼利厄斯·斯卡德收藏的东西是不会卖的。你那件雕刻带来了吗，教授？’

“我把东西拿出来给斯卡德看，他翻来覆去地细细观察。

“‘没错，’他说，‘和我那件一模一样，每个线条都丝毫不差。我是这样想的，’他说，‘我不会卖的，但是我想买。这样吧，我出两千五百块，买你的。’

“‘既然你不卖，那我就卖了吧，’我说，‘一手交钱一手交货，我不喜欢啰唆。而且今晚我就得回纽约。明天我还要赶到水族馆去讲课。’

“斯卡德开了张支票，由酒店兑成了现金。他带着那件古董走了，我按约定，赶紧回到安迪的酒店。

“安迪在屋子里走来走去，不停地看表。

“‘怎么样？’他问道。

“‘两千五百块，’我回答，‘现款。’

“‘还有十一分钟，’安迪说，‘我们得赶上巴尔的摩到俄亥俄的火车。快去拿你的行李。’

“‘干吗这么着急？’我问道，‘这桩买卖很规矩。即使是赝品，他一时半会儿也发现不了。何况他好像认准了是真货。’

“‘是真货，’安迪说，‘就是他家里那件。昨天我在他房间里看古董时，他出去了一会儿，我顺手牵羊，拿了回来。你赶快去拿行李，我们出发吧。’

“‘可是，’我说，‘你不是说是在当铺里找到的……’

“‘哦，’安迪回答，‘那是为了尊重你的艺术良心。走吧！’”




重获新生



监狱中的制鞋车间里，吉米·瓦伦汀正在认认真真地缝着鞋帮。一名看守来到他身边，把他领到前楼的办公室，典狱长把当天早晨由州长签署的赦免状交给了他。吉米接过赦免状，神情中有些抑郁。他本来被判了四年徒刑，到现在已经蹲了将近十个月，而他原以为最多只需要待三个月。像吉米·瓦伦汀这样在外面交友甚广的犯人，进了监狱连头发都不用剃。

“喂，瓦伦汀，”典狱长说，“你明天早晨就可以出去了。打起精神来，像个男子汉。你这人本质也不太坏，以后别撬保险箱了，规规矩矩过日子吧。”

“我吗？”吉米一脸诧异地回答，“哎，我这辈子从来没有撬过一只保险箱。”

“当然没有，”典狱长笑了，“没有撬过。让我想想，那你怎么会由于斯普林菲尔德的那个案子被抓了进来？是不是你怕连累某位上流社会中的人士，所以故意不提出能证明自己当时不在场的证据？要不就是因为卑鄙的陪审团故意和你过不去？你们这些自称清白的罪犯，无外乎就这么几个原因。”

“我怎么了？”吉米还是一副无辜的样子，回答道，“哎，典狱长，我这辈子还从来没有到过斯普林菲尔德呢！”

“带他回去吧，克罗宁，”典狱长微笑着说，“替他准备好出去穿的衣服。明天早晨七点，把他放出去，现在先让他到大囚室。你最好考虑考虑我的劝告，瓦伦汀。”

第二天早晨七点一刻，吉米已经站在典狱长的大办公室里了。他穿着一套现成衣服，很不合身，皮鞋也很不舒服，走起路来“咯吱咯吱”直响。那身打扮是政府为释放那些被强行挽留的客人免费供给的。

一个工作人员给了他一张火车票和一张五元的钞票，法律指望他靠这笔钱改过自新，重获新生，成为安分守己的好公民。典狱长请他抽了一支雪茄，和他握手告别。瓦伦汀，9762号，从此，档案上注明了“州长赦免”。然后，詹姆斯·瓦伦汀先生步入了阳光明媚的世界。

吉米无心理会外面鸟语花香、绿树婆娑的美景，径直向一家饭馆走去。他在那儿品尝到了自由的美妙滋味：一只烤鸡、一瓶白葡萄酒，最后还有一支比典狱长给他的要高出一个档次的雪茄。从饭馆出来后，他不慌不忙地走到车站。火车站门口，一个行乞的盲人席地而坐。他把一枚两毛五分的银币扔进了盲人面前的帽子里，然后登上了火车。三个小时后，火车把他带到州界附近的一个小镇上。他下了车，来到迈克·多兰开的咖啡馆，和独自守在吧台后面的迈克握了握手。

“真对不起，吉米老弟，我们没能早点儿把你弄出来。”迈克说，“斯普林菲尔德那边提出抗议，我们忙着应付，连州长都差点儿撒手不管了。你还好吗？”

“很好，”吉米说，“我的钥匙呢？”

他拿了钥匙，上楼打开后面一个房间，一切都还保留着他离开时的样子。当那位著名的侦探本·普赖斯带着人用武力逮捕他时，侦探衬衫上的一颗纽扣被扯了下来。如今，纽扣还在地板上。

吉米把贴在墙上的折叠床放下来，又推开墙壁上的一块暗板，取出一只蒙着灰尘的手提箱。他打开箱子，爱惜地望着那套东部地区最好的盗窃工具。那是一套完整的工具，是用特种钢材定制打造而成的，包括钻头、冲孔器、手摇钻、螺丝钻、钢撬、夹钳，都是最新的设计；还有两三件是吉米自己发明的，那是他引以为自豪的。这套工具他花了九百多元，是在一个专门为干这个行当的人制造工具的地方订做的。

过了半小时，吉米下楼来，穿过咖啡馆。现在，他已经换了一套雅致合体的衣服，手里提着那只擦拭得干干净净的箱子。

“又要做点儿什么了？”迈克·多兰语气亲切地问道。

“我吗？”吉米用困惑的声调回答，“我不知道，我现在是纽约饼干麦片联合公司的推销员。”

这句话叫迈克听了非常高兴，他非要请吉米留下来喝一杯牛奶苏打——吉米从不碰酒精饮料。

在瓦伦汀（9762号）出狱一星期后，印第安纳州的里士满发生了一起保险箱盗窃案；案子做得干净利落，毫无线索可寻。失窃数目不大，总共不过八百元。又过了两个星期，洛根斯波特又有一只新式防盗保险箱被轻而易举地打开了，失窃现金一千五百元，而证券和银器毫发未损。这引起了警方的注意。接着，杰斐逊城一只老式的银行保险箱被盗，损失了高达五千元的现金。现在失窃的数字已经相当高了，本·普赖斯不得不插手干预。经过意见交流，他发现盗窃的方法惊人地相似。本·普赖斯在作案现场进行了调查，之后宣布：“这是‘花花公子’吉米·瓦伦汀亲手所为，他又重操旧业了。看看那个暗码旋钮，就像潮湿天气的萝卜一样被人轻易地拔了出来，只有他的钳子才做得到。再看看这些锁栓，钻得多么利落！吉米一向只要钻一个孔就能搞定。不错，我想我得找到瓦伦汀先生。下次不可能再有什么减刑或者赦免的蠢事，他得在牢里一直蹲满刑期才行。”

本·普赖斯了解吉米的习惯。他经手处理斯普林菲尔德的案子时就熟悉了：吉米跑得远、脱身快、独来独往，还总喜欢和上流社会的人交朋友。这些手段使瓦伦汀总能成功地逃避惩罚，并因此闻名。本·普赖斯已经在追踪这个神出鬼没的保险箱窃贼的消息被透露了出去，有防盗保险箱的人家比较安心一些了。

一天下午，吉米·瓦伦汀带着他的手提箱搭邮车来到了艾尔摩尔。艾尔摩尔是阿肯色州黑皮橡树林区的一个小镇，离铁路有五英里。吉米看上去就像一个从学校回家来的精神饱满的高年级学生，他沿着宽阔的人行道向旅馆走去。

一位年轻姑娘穿过街道，在拐角处和他擦肩而过，走进一个大门，门上挂着的招牌上写着“艾尔摩尔银行”。吉米·瓦伦汀直勾勾地盯着姑娘的双眸，忘了自己是谁，仿佛成了另一个人。她垂下眼睑，脸上泛起一阵红晕。在艾尔摩尔，吉米这种又有风度又英俊的小伙子还真不多见。

银行门口的台阶上有个男孩正在闲逛，好像自己是银行的股东似的。吉米便缠住他，开始打听这个小镇的情况，还不时给他几枚银币。不一会儿，那位姑娘出来了，装做没有看见这个提箱子的青年，自顾自地走了。

“那个姑娘不就是波莉·辛普森小姐吗？”吉米很狡黠地问道。

“不，”小孩说，“她是安娜贝尔·亚当斯。这家银行就是她爸爸开的。你来艾尔摩尔干吗？这表链是不是金的？我就要有一条叭儿狗了。再给点儿钱好吗？”

吉米到了农场主旅馆，用拉尔夫·迪·斯潘塞的名字登了记，开了一个房间。他靠在柜台上，把自己的来意告诉了那个旅馆职员。他说他来艾尔摩尔是想找个地方做些生意；他想做鞋类生意，不知道这个小镇制鞋业怎么样，有没有机会。

旅馆职员对吉米的衣着和风度深为赞赏。他在艾尔摩尔本地，也可以算是个打扮入时的青年，但是现在，他从吉米身上看到了自己的差距。他一面揣摩吉米的活结领结是怎么样的打法，一面热忱地为他提供信息。

是啊，鞋子生意应该有很好的机会。镇上还没有专门的鞋店，绸缎庄和百货商店卖鞋的生意都还不错。他希望斯潘塞先生能打定主意在艾尔摩尔安顿下来，而且断定他将发现住在这个小镇上会觉得生活舒适，小镇的居民也友善好客。

斯潘塞先生认为，不妨在镇上逗留几天，了解了解情况再说。不，不必叫服务员了，他可以自己把手提箱拎上去，箱子相当沉。

一阵突如其来的爱情之火把吉米·瓦伦汀烧成了灰烬。从灰烬中重生的金凤凰拉尔夫·斯潘塞先生在艾尔摩尔安顿了下来，一切如意。他开了一家鞋店，生意兴隆。

在社交方面，他也获得了成功，结交了许多朋友。而且，他还实现了他的愿望：他结识了安娜贝尔·亚当斯小姐，越来越为她的魅力所倾倒。

一年后，拉尔夫·斯潘塞先生的情况是这样的：他赢得了当地人士的尊敬，鞋店的生意也兴旺发达，他和安娜贝尔已经决定在两星期后结婚。亚当斯先生是个兢兢业业的乡村银行家，他很器重斯潘塞。安娜贝尔不仅爱他，并且以他为荣。斯潘塞在亚当斯一家和安娜贝尔已经出嫁的姐姐家里都很受欢迎，仿佛他已经成了他们的家庭成员了。

一天，吉米坐在他的房间里写了如下的一封信，寄往他在圣路易斯的一个老朋友的安全可靠的地址。






亲爱的老朋友：




我希望你在下星期三晚上九点能赶到小石城沙利文那里。我要请你帮我料理一些小事。同时，我想把我那套工具送给你。我知道你一定会很高兴地接受的，你花一千块都复制不出一套。哎，比利，我一年前就已经金盆洗手，不干那一行儿了。我开了一家很好的店铺，如今过着老实本分的生活。两星期后，我将同这世界上最好的姑娘结婚。比利，正直的生活才是生活。现在即使给我一百万，我也不会去碰人家的一块钱了。等我结婚后，我打算把铺子盘出去，然后去西部，那里被翻旧账的危险比较小。我告诉你，比利，她是一个天使。她信任我，我无论如何也不会再干不光明正大的事了。你一定要到沙利文那里去，因为我必须见到你。工具我随身带去。









你的老朋友



吉米






就在吉米寄走这封信的星期一晚上，本·普赖斯乘坐一辆租来的马车，不声不响地来到了艾尔摩尔。他不露声色地在镇上四处闲逛，终于打听到了他要知道的一切。他在斯潘塞鞋店对面的药房里仔细观察着拉尔夫·迪·斯潘塞。

“你快和银行家的女儿结婚了，是不是，吉米？”他轻轻地自言自语，“嘿，能不能成我还不知道呢！”

第二天早晨，吉米在亚当斯家里吃早饭。他那天要到小石城去订做结婚礼服，再给安娜贝尔买些好东西。这还是他来到艾尔摩尔后的第一次离开。此时，距他最后一次干那些专业“工作”，已经有一年多了，他觉得冒险出一次门应该不会有什么问题。

早饭后，一家人浩浩荡荡地一起来到闹市区：亚当斯先生、安娜贝尔、吉米、安娜贝尔已经出嫁的姐姐和及其两个女儿，一个五岁，一个九岁。他们路过吉米仍旧住着的旅馆，吉米上楼从他的房间里取出了手提箱。随后，一行人继续向银行前进。吉米的马车就停在银行门口那里，马车夫多尔夫·吉布森等他一出来，就送他去火车站。

大家一起走进银行营业室的雕花橡木栅栏里，吉米也进去了。作为亚当斯未来的女婿，他到哪里都很受欢迎。职员们都乐于接近这位即将同安娜贝尔小姐结婚的仪表堂堂、和蔼可亲的年轻人。吉米放下手提箱。安娜贝尔充满了幸福感和青春的悸动，她戴上吉米的帽子，拎起手提箱，说：“看我像不像一个旅行推销员？哎呀！拉尔夫，怎么这么沉呀！里面好像装满了金砖。”

“装着许多包镍的鞋拔，”吉米淡淡地说，“我准备还给别人。我想自己带着，可以省下快递费。我最近越来越节俭了。”

艾尔摩尔银行最近刚刚安装了一个新式保险库。亚当斯先生非常得意，坚持要大家都进去看看。保险库不大，但是装了一扇独创的大门。门上装有一个定时锁，还配有三道用一个把手就能同时开关的钢闩。亚当斯先生得意扬扬地向斯潘塞先生讲解它的构造和操作，斯潘塞彬彬有礼地听着，但好像不太感兴趣。梅和阿加莎这两个小女孩，看见闪闪发亮的金属、古怪的时钟装置和旋钮，感到兴奋至极。

就在大家欣赏新式保险库的时候，本·普赖斯踱了进来，胳膊肘支在柜台上，有意无意地向栅栏里张望。他对出纳员说他没事儿，只是在等一个熟人。

突然间，传来了女人的几声尖叫，大家顿时乱成一团。趁大人们没有注意，九岁的梅出于好奇，把阿加莎关进了保险库里，最后又学着亚当斯先生的样子，关上了钢闩，扭动了暗码盘，把门锁死了。

老银行家一下子跳上前去，扳动把手。“门打不开了，”他痛苦地说道，“定时锁没有上发条，暗码盘也没有对准。”

阿加莎的母亲歇斯底里地哭叫起来。

“嘘！”亚当斯先生举起发抖的手说，“大伙都静一下，阿加莎！”他尽力大声嚷道，“听我说。”在接下来的寂静中，他们隐约可以听到那孩子在漆黑的保险库里吓得狂叫的声音。

“我的小宝贝！”她母亲哀叫道，“她会吓死的！开门！天啊，把门砸开！你们这些男人就不能想点儿办法吗？”

“要找人打开这扇门，最近也要到小石城。”亚当斯先生的声音有些颤抖，“老天！斯潘塞，我们该怎么办？孩子在里面坚持不了多久，里面空气不够；而且，她会被吓坏的。”

阿加莎的母亲发疯似的用双手捶打着保险库的门。有人昏了头，甚至提议用炸药把门炸开。安娜贝尔转向吉米，她那双大眼睛里充满了焦急，但并没有绝望。对一个女人来说，她所崇拜的男人是无所不能的。

“你能想点儿办法吗，拉尔夫。试试看，好吗？”

他盯着她，嘴唇和眼睛里流露出一丝古怪而柔和的笑容。

“安娜贝尔，”他说，“把你戴的那朵玫瑰给我，好吗？”

她几乎不敢相信自己的耳朵，但还是从衣服的胸襟上取下了那朵含苞待放的玫瑰，放到他的手里。吉米把花插进马甲的口袋，脱去上衣，卷起衬衫袖子。就在这一刻，拉尔夫·迪·斯潘塞消失了，代替他的是吉米·瓦伦汀。

“大家从门口闪开。”他简单地命令道。

他把手提箱往桌子上一放，将箱盖打开。从那一刻开始，他如入无人之境，敏捷而有条不紊地把那些古怪奇特、闪闪发亮的工具摆出来，还轻轻地吹起了口哨——他平时干活儿就是这样。周围的人鸦雀无声，一动不动地看着他，好像都着了魔一样。

不出一分钟，吉米心爱的钢钻已经顺利地钻进了钢门。十分钟后，他打开钢闩，拉开了门——这个速度打破了他自己的盗窃纪录。

阿加莎几乎瘫倒在地，但仍安然无恙地回到了她母亲的怀里。

吉米·瓦伦汀穿好外衣，快步走出栅栏，向前门走去。半途中，他好像隐约听到一个曾经熟悉的声音在遥远的地方喊道“拉尔夫”，但他并没有停顿。

银行门口，一个高大的人影几乎挡住了他的去路。

“喂，本！”吉米说道，脸上还带着那种奇怪的微笑。“你终于来了，是吗？好吧，咱们走吧。我现在也觉得无所谓了。”

可是，本·普赖斯的举动有些奇怪。

“你认错了人了吧，斯潘塞先生，”他说，“我可不认识你，你的马车在等着你呢，不是吗？”

本·普赖斯转过身，沿着街，信步走开了。




忙碌证券经纪人的罗曼史



上午九点半，证券经纪人哈维·麦克斯韦尔在年轻的女速记员陪同下，大步流星地走进办公室。机要秘书皮彻平时毫无表情的脸上此刻也不禁露出一丝好奇而且惊讶的神情。麦克斯韦尔只是匆匆说了声“早上好，皮彻”，便径直朝办公桌奔去，快得好像要一步跨过桌子。随后他就一头扎进堆积如山的信件和电报之中。

那位年轻姑娘给麦克斯韦尔当速记员已经一年了。她的美貌绝非速记员草草几笔所能简单记录的。她不梳那种华丽诱人的庞巴杜夫人发式，也不戴项链、手镯或是鸡心之类的饰物。她脸上也不摆出随时准备接受邀请共进午餐的神情。她的灰色衣服素净大方，非常合身，又典雅凝重。她那顶精巧的黑色无边帽上插了根金绿色的鹦鹉羽毛。今天早上，她温柔可人又略带羞涩，双眸流波荡漾，闪着梦幻般晶亮的光。她的双颊如桃花初绽，快乐的神色中，又略带一丝回味。

心存好奇的皮彻，发现今天早上她的举止有些异样。她没有径直走到她办公桌所在的隔壁办公室，而是迟疑不决地停留在外间办公室。有一次，她慢慢蹭到麦克斯韦尔的办公桌旁，离他很近，足以让他意识到她近在身边。

坐在办公桌后面的他已经不再是个正常人，而变成了一台机器，一架完全靠齿轮和发条驱动的繁忙的纽约证券经纪人。

“哦，怎么啦？有事吗？”麦克斯韦尔威严地问道。那些打开的邮件像舞台上假雪的布景，堆满了桌子。他那双敏锐的灰色眼睛不近人情而且严厉粗暴地盯着她，显得很不耐烦。

“没什么。”速记员回答，然后，微笑着走开了。

“皮彻先生，”她问机要秘书，“麦克斯韦尔先生昨天说过要另外雇一名速记员吗？”

“说过，”皮彻回答，“他让我另外再请一个。昨天下午我已经通知职业介绍所了，让他们今天上午送几个来，好挑选一下。现在已经九点四十五分了，可我们连个戴阔边帽、嚼菠萝口香糖的人影都没见着呢。”

“在有人接替我之前，”年轻的女士说，“我还是照常工作吧。”说完，她立刻走到自己的办公桌边，把那顶插有金绿色鹦鹉羽毛的黑色无边帽挂在老地方。

谁要是没有亲眼目睹过业务高峰时忙得不可开交的曼哈顿证券经纪人，那么，他就不配做一个人类学家。有诗人曾经赞颂“绚丽生活中每一个繁忙时刻”。证券经纪人不仅仅是“繁忙时刻”，他的分分秒秒都忙碌不堪，就像车厢里每根拉手吊环都捏满了手，但站台前后还都挤满了等着上车的乘客那样。

而今天又正是哈维·麦克斯韦尔的忙碌的日子。股票行情接收器的滚轴开始痉挛似的抖动，吐出一段段卷纸，桌上的电话就像得了慢性病，“丁零零”地响个不停。人们开始涌入办公室，隔着扶手栏杆探出身来，朝他大喊大叫，有的兴高采烈，有的怒气冲冲，有的激动不已，有的尖酸刻薄。信童拿着信件和电报跑来跑去。办公室里的职员们就像与风暴搏斗的水手，跳来跳去。连皮彻那张向来毫无生气的脸也舒张开来，显出些许生机。

证券交易所里风云变幻：飓风肆虐、山崩海啸、风雪交加、冰川崩塌、火山喷发交替上演。这些大自然的剧变在经纪人办公室中具体而微妙地反复再现。麦克斯韦尔把椅子推到墙边，如用脚尖跳舞的演员一般敏捷地处理业务；时而从自动收录器跳到电话旁，时而又从办公桌前跳到门口，身手敏捷程度不亚于受过专业训练的滑稽小丑。

就在经纪人感到事务越来越多，压力越来越大的时候，他突然觉察到面前有一头高高卷起的金发；上面扣着一顶微微抖动的鹅绒帽，上面还有几根鸵鸟毛做装饰；一件仿海豹皮的短大衣，还有一串山核桃大小的珠子，尾端吊了一块银鸡心，垂到地板附近。与这一大套装饰物相关的是一位镇定自若的年轻女子。皮彻正站在一边准备引荐她。

“这位小姐是从速记员介绍所来应聘的。”

麦克斯韦尔转过半个身子，手上抓满了文件和行情纸带。

“应聘什么？”他皱了皱眉头问。

“速记员，”皮彻说，“昨天您吩咐我打电话给介绍所，让他们今天上午送一个人过来。”

“你真是昏了头了吧？皮彻，”麦克斯韦尔说，“我干吗要那样吩咐你？莱丝丽小姐在这里工作一年以来，让人非常满意。只要她愿意留在这里，这个位置就是她的。小姐，这儿没有空缺的职位。皮彻，赶快通知介绍所，取消招聘申请，叫他们以后别再送人过来。”

“银鸡心”愤愤然地离开了办公室，一路上大摇大摆，把桌椅沙发碰得“乒乓”直响。皮彻瞅准一个机会对书记员说，“老头子”一天比一天心神恍惚，什么事儿都会忘记。

业务处理越来越紧张，节奏也越来越快。在交易所里，麦克斯韦尔的顾客重仓持有的几种股票正在暴跌。买进和抛出的订单来来去去，疾如飞燕。有些他本人持有的股票也岌岌可危。经纪人工作起来就像一架高速运转的精密而强有力的机器，高度紧张、精确无误、毫不迟疑，每一句话、每一个决断、每一个行动都如钟表部件一般准确无误。股票与国债，贷款与抵押，保证金与担保——这里是金融的世界，人际感情或自然本性在这里都无落脚之地。

午餐时间快到了，一切喧嚣才稍稍有了喘息之机。

麦克斯韦尔站在办公桌边，手里满是电报和备忘录，右耳上夹着一支钢笔，几缕头发零乱地披散在额头上。办公室的窗户敞开着，因为那位可爱的女守门人——春天，已经打开了苏醒大地的暖气管，送来了一丝温暖的气息。

通过窗户飘来一丝隐约的——也许是被遗忘的香气。这是紫丁香幽微、甜美的芬芳，刹那间，经纪人怔住了，动弹不得。因为这香气属于莱丝丽小姐，这是她的气息，她独有的气息。

芳香唤出她的容貌，她栩栩如生地浮现在他的心中，仿佛伸手可及。

金融世界转瞬间缩成了一个黑点。而她就坐在隔壁房间，离他仅有二十步之遥。

“天啊，我得马上行动，”麦克斯韦尔小声说，“我现在就去跟她说，真奇怪，我怎么没早点儿这样做？”

他冲进隔壁的办公室，就像个做空头的客户急不可待地要补进。他径直冲到速记员的办公桌前。

她抬起头，笑盈盈地看着他，脸上泛起淡淡的红晕，目光温柔而坦诚。麦克斯韦尔一支胳膊撑在她的桌上，手里仍抓满了舞动的纸带，耳朵上还夹着那支钢笔。

“莱丝丽小姐，”他仓促地说道，“我只有一小会儿时间，我想趁这个时候跟你说件事。你愿意做我的妻子吗？我没时间像常人那样谈情说爱，但我确实真心爱你。请快点儿回答我。那帮人又在抢购太平洋联合公司的股票呢。”

“哦，你在说什么呀？”年轻姑娘惊诧不已。她站起身，双目圆睁，紧紧地盯着他不放。

“你不明白吗？”麦克斯韦尔着急了，“我求你嫁给我。我爱你，莱丝丽小姐。我早就想告诉你，趁手头的事情稍微少一些，我才抽空过来。又有人在打电话找我了。皮彻，叫他们等一会儿。莱丝丽小姐，你愿意吗？”

速记员的举止令人莫名其妙。她先是惊愕万分，接着泪水从迷惘的眼睛里涌了出来，后来她婆娑的泪眼中又发出了欢笑的光芒。最后，一只胳膊温柔地搂住了经纪人的脖子。

“现在我明白了，”她柔声说道，“是这些生意把你脑子里的东西全挤掉了。刚才，我还真吓了一大跳。你不记得了吗，哈维？昨天晚上八点，咱们已经在街角那家小教堂举行过婚礼了啊。”




命运之路





我走上无数条道路徘徊寻觅






什么才是命运的真义






内心的真挚坚定，以及爱的光辉






难道都不足以






承载人生战场的搏杀，让我安排、回避、控制或重塑






我的命运？









——摘自大卫·米格诺特未发表的诗






歌曲到此为止。歌词是大卫写的，曲调类似乡村音乐的旋律。小酒店里，聚在桌子周围的人们热烈地鼓起掌来，因为这位年轻诗人替大家付了酒钱。只有公证人M．帕皮诺先生例外，他听完这首歌后，轻轻摇了摇头。一是因为他博览群书，学识渊博，二来也是因为他没有和大家一起喝酒。

大卫走出酒馆，来到乡间的小道上。夜风吹散了他头上的酒气。他这才想起来，白天才和伊冯娜姑娘吵了一架，已经下定决心晚上就离家出走，到外面的广阔天地闯荡一番，一定能出人头地。

“等到有一天，我的诗歌在全世界传诵，”他越想越兴奋，自言自语道，“她也许会后悔今天对我说出那么难听的话。”

除了酒店里饮酒作乐的人以外，全村的人都已经上床睡觉了。大卫的房间是父亲农舍边搭起的棚子。他蹑手蹑脚地钻进去，把仅有的几件衣物捆成一个卷儿，然后用木棒穿起挑在肩上，昂首踏上了离开维尔诺伊的路。

黑夜中他走过父亲的羊群，羊群蜷缩在圈栏中。他过去每天都去放羊，任它们四下奔跑，自己则在小纸片上写诗。他看见伊冯娜的窗户还亮着灯，刹那间他的计划发生了微微的动摇。也许，灯光说明她难以入眠，后悔不该发火，说不定到了早晨……可是，不行！他决心已定。维尔诺伊这地方不是他的久留之所。这里没有人和他志同道合。这条出村的路才是他的命运和未来。

路在暗淡月光下的原野上延伸开来，长达三里格，笔直得如同耕地人的犁沟。村里的人都说，这条路至少能通到巴黎。诗人一边走，一边轻轻念叨着“巴黎”。大卫从来没有离开过维尔诺伊，到那么远的地方去过。


左边的道路


沿着这条路走了三里格，就到了一个让人不知如何选择的路口。脚下的路和另一条更宽的路成直角相交。大卫站在丁字路口，踌躇不定，最后沿着左边的路走去。

在这条对大卫而言更为重要的路上，不久前刚刚经过的车辆留下了清晰的车轮印。大约又走了半小时，果然，推测得到了证实。只见一辆笨重的四轮大马车陷在陡峭的小山山脚下的一条小溪里，动弹不得。车夫和副手对着马大声吆喝，不停地拽着马缰绳。路边站着一男一女，男的身穿黑衣，体型魁梧，女的身材瘦弱，身上裹了件薄薄的长外套。

大卫看出佣人们虽然卖力但不得要领，便不声不响，主动上前指挥他们操作。他让副手不要对着马大喊大叫，而去使劲推车轮。只让车夫一个人大声吆喝，因为马熟悉他的声音。大卫自己则用结实有力的肩膀抵住马车后部。众人齐心协力，一使劲，笨重的马车就重新驶上坚硬的路面。车夫和副手们都重新上车，回到原来的位置。

大卫单腿站了一会儿。那个身材魁梧的绅士挥了挥手，说：“你也坐上来吧。”他声如其人，嗓音洪亮，但因其教养与习惯，听起来倒还算温文尔雅。这声音所到之处，让人无法不服从。年轻诗人犹豫了片刻，接着又传来一声命令，他顿时不再迟疑。大卫登上马车的踏板。黑暗中他隐约看见后座上那个女子的身影。他正打算坐在女子对面，只听见那声音再次发出命令，“坐在小姐旁边吧。”

那个男子把自己健硕的身躯压在前排的位子上。马车继续向山上行进。女人蜷缩在角落里，沉默无语。大卫分辨不清她是年老还是年轻，只觉得她衣服上散发出一丝淡淡的幽香。这引起诗人阵阵遐想，他深信女子的神秘之中一定蕴含着美妙。这正是他曾经梦想过的一次历险。但是直到现在他还弄不清楚底细，因为，他虽然和这两位旅伴坐在一起，但他们深不可测，始终一言不发。

大约一个小时之后，大卫透过窗户看见马车穿行在某个小镇的街上。没过多久，马车停在一座大门紧闭、一片漆黑的房子前。一个侍从从马上下来，不耐烦地敲起大门来。楼上一扇花格窗户猛然打开，一个戴着睡帽的脑袋探了出来。

“这是谁啊，深更半夜地乱敲门，打搅老实人家休息？已经关门了。都什么时候了，有钱的旅客不会找不到地方住的。别再敲了，赶紧滚吧！”

“开门！”侍从大声叫着，“开门！这是博普杜依斯侯爵殿下。”

“哎呀！”楼上的声音惊叫道，“请爵爷恕罪。小的不知道……这么晚了……马上开门，这房子全听大人吩咐。”

门里面传来了解链条和下门闩的声音，大门被打开。银壶旅社的老板战战兢兢地举着蜡烛站在门口，他衣冠不整，又冷又怕。

大卫跟在侯爵后面下了车。“扶小姐一把，”侯爵命令他说，诗人遵命而行。搀这位女子下车时，他感觉到她的小手在颤抖。“进去。”男人又传来一道命令。

他们走进了旅社长方形的餐厅。一张长方形的橡木桌几乎从这头摆到了那头。身材魁梧的男人在桌子的一头，找了张椅子坐下。小姐在靠墙的一张椅子上瘫了下来，看样子已经筋疲力尽。大卫站在一边，心里琢磨着该怎样离开，继续赶路。

“大人，”店老板一躬到底，说道，“要……要是我早知道您会……会大驾光临，我肯定会早做准备招待您。现在只剩些葡萄酒和冷肉，可能还……还……”

“蜡烛。”侯爵说道，以其特有的姿势伸出一只胖手。

“是，是，大人。”店老板取来六根蜡烛，点亮，摆在了桌上。

“我们还有一桶勃艮地红葡萄酒，不知大人是否愿意赏光品尝……”

“蜡烛。”大人说着，同时又张开手指。

“遵命……我这就去拿……马上就去，大人。”

大厅里又点起十二支蜡烛，顿时明亮起来。侯爵魁梧的身躯把椅子塞得满满当当。他一身黑衣，只有袖口和衣领的褶边是雪白色，甚至连他的佩剑和剑鞘也是黑色的。他神气十足，神情中充满了蔑视一切的高傲。他的小胡子高高翘起，几乎碰到了满是嘲弄神色的眼睛上。

小姐坐着一动不动。大卫现在看清楚了，她很年轻，容貌出众，倾国倾城。他还在想着她凄楚动人的美貌，却猛然被侯爵浑厚的声音惊醒了过来。

“你叫什么名字？是干什么的？”

“大卫·米格诺特，我是诗人。”

侯爵的胡子翘得离眼睛更近了。

“你靠什么谋生？”

“我也是个牧羊人，照看我父亲的羊群。”大卫答道，头还是高昂着，但脸上泛起一层红晕。

“好吧，羊倌兼诗人，听听今天晚上命运为你做出了怎样的安排。这位小姐叫露西·德瓦内斯，是我侄女。她出身高贵，每年根据继承权有一万法郎的收入。要说她的美丽，你已经亲眼看到了。这些条件如果能打动你那颗羊倌的心，只要你一句话，她马上就能成为你的妻子。请别打断我。今天晚上，我送她到孔德·维尔莫庄园，因为她早就答应了嫁给那个人。客人们都已经到齐了，牧师也在那儿等着，她马上就要完成这桩地位和财富都般配的婚姻。可是在圣坛前，这位平时温文尔雅、恭敬顺从的小姐，突然像一头母豹一样向我冲来，说我残忍无情、作恶多端，然后在目瞪口呆的牧师面前撕毁了我替她订的婚约。我当场对天发誓，她必须嫁给我们离开庄园后碰上的第一个男人。无论他是王子、烧炭工，还是做贼的，她都得嫁。而你，羊倌，你就是我们遇到的第一个男人。小姐今天晚上必须成亲。如果你不愿意，就嫁下一个。给你十分钟时间考虑，之后做出决定，不要拿废话或问题来烦我。只有十分钟，羊倌，时间很快就到。”

侯爵白嫩的手指打鼓似的把桌子敲得“咚咚”响。他也不再多说什么，静静地等待着，好像一座大厦关闭了通向外界的门窗，不准外人进入。大卫还想再说些什么，但这个魁梧男人的态度使他难以开口。他只好站到女士身边，向她深鞠一躬。

“小姐，”他说道，同时感到惊奇，自己竟然能在如此优雅美丽的女子面前谈吐自如。“你已经听到，我是个牧羊人。有时我也梦想自己是位诗人。如果以是否仰慕、珍惜美作为对诗人的检验，那么，我就有理由自认为是个诗人。我能为你效劳吗，小姐？”

年轻女人抬起头来，无泪的双眼哀婉动人。她那坦率、热情的脸庞，因遭遇这场重大的变故而显得庄重严肃；她的身材健壮挺直，蓝色的眼睛里流露出真切的同情；还有，她心里充满对救助和怜悯的长久渴求——所有这一切，突然把她融化，她的泪水不禁夺眶而出。

“先生，”她声调低沉地说，“看得出你真诚善良。这个人是我叔叔，我父亲的兄弟，我现在唯一的亲人。他爱上了我的母亲，因为我长得像母亲，所以他恨我。他使我的生活充满了恐惧，看到他的脸我就感到害怕，从不敢有半点违逆。可是，今天晚上他要把我嫁给一个年纪三倍于我的男人。先生，请你原谅我，把你扯进这场冤债。你当然不会迫于他的压力，做您不愿意的傻事。但是至少我得感谢您的同情与大度。这么多年来，从没有人这样和我说过话。”

现在，诗人的眼里不仅仅是关爱和同情。他肯定是个诗人，因为他已经把伊冯娜忘得一干二净；这位刚遇到的可爱佳人，以她的清新典雅牢牢抓住了他的心。她身上飘来的微香让他春心荡漾。他充满柔情的目光暖暖地落在了她身上；而她，也正如饥似渴地迎着他的目光，沉醉于他的柔情。

“只有十分钟，”大卫说，“对我来说本来需要好多年才能完成的事情，现在只有十分钟就要决定。我不想说我怜悯您，小姐；那样说不是我的真情实感——我得说，我爱你。现在，我还不能渴求您也爱我，但是让我把您从这个暴君手中解救出来，爱情可能会随之而来。我对自己的未来充满信心，我不会永远只做个牧羊人。现在，我将全心全意地珍爱您，减轻您生活的痛苦。小姐，您愿意把您的命运托付给我吗？”

“啊，你的自我牺牲只是出于怜悯。”

“是出于爱。小姐，时间快到了。”

“你会后悔的，将来会看不起我。”

“我活下去的唯一目的就是为了你的幸福，并使自己配得上你。”

她的纤纤素手伸出外套，放进了他的掌心。

“我愿把终生托付给你，”她说，“还有——爱情，也许不像你想得那么遥远。去答应他吧，只要从他的目光里解脱，我也许能忘掉过去。”

大卫走过去，站在侯爵面前。穿着黑衣服的人动了动身子，嘲弄的眼神瞟了一眼客厅里的大钟。

“提前了两分钟。一个放羊的居然要用八分钟来决定愿不愿意娶一个美丽又富有的姑娘！放羊的，快说，愿意成为这位小姐的丈夫吗？”

“这位小姐，”大卫自豪地站在那儿，说道，“已经屈尊答应，她愿意嫁给我。”

“说得好！”侯爵说，“你倒是有几分巴结人的伶牙俐齿，羊倌少爷。本来小姐可能连这个福分都没有，也许会抽上其他什么更次的签。只要牧师和魔鬼都成全你们，现在就把这件事给办了吧。”

他用剑柄猛敲桌子。店老板忙应声赶来，双腿发抖，拿来了更多的蜡烛，以为猜中了老爷的心思。“弄个牧师来，”侯爵说，“牧师。听明白没有？十分钟内，弄个牧师到这儿来，否则……”

店老板丢下蜡烛，跑了出去。

牧师来了，睡眼惺忪，还带着点儿火气。他宣告大卫·米格诺特和露西·德瓦内斯正式结为夫妻，然后把侯爵扔过来的金币揣进口袋，拖着步子走出了店门，消失在夜色中。

“拿酒来。”侯爵又向店主人展开他那不祥的手指，命令道。

“斟满。”酒拿来后，他又说。烛光中他起身站在桌子的一头，犹如一座恶毒而自负的黑色的山。他的目光落在侄女身上，凶光闪烁，仿佛对旧情的追忆已经转化成今日的仇恨。

“米格诺特先生，”他举起酒杯说，“我说完以下的话，请你喝下这杯酒。你已经和她结为夫妻，她将让你的一生变得污秽悲哀。她的血液里承载着弥天大谎和殷红的毁灭。她会带给你耻辱和忧伤。她的眼睛、肌肤、嘴巴浸透了降临在她身上的魔鬼，她甚至自甘下贱，去勾引一个庄稼汉。诗人先生，这就是你洪福齐天的未来。干杯！小姐，我总算甩掉了你这个累赘。”

侯爵喝干了酒。这时，姑娘发出轻声的啜泣，好像遭到了突如其来的伤害。大卫端起杯子，向前走了三步，直视着侯爵。他的仪态举止全然没有牧羊人的影子。

“刚才，”他镇静地说，“很荣幸您称我为‘先生’。既然我和小姐已经成婚，你我也算沾亲带故，地位上就更加接近。所以我想，在某件小事上，我是否有资格平等地站在您面前，这样可以吗？”

“可以，放羊的。”侯爵轻蔑地说道。

“那么，”大卫边说，边把一杯酒泼到那双讥讽地看着他的眼睛里，“也许你愿意屈尊和我决斗。”

侯爵大人顿时暴跳如雷，大声咒骂，就像突然吹响的刺耳号角。他猛然把剑抽出黑鞘，冲着一旁踌躇不安的店老板大叫：“拿剑来，给这个乡巴佬！”他转向那位小姐，发出让她心寒的狞笑，说道，“夫人，你真能给我找麻烦了。看来，我在今天晚上让你结婚，还得在今晚让你守寡。”

“我不懂剑术。”大卫说。在自己妻子面前说出这话，他的脸刷地红了。

“我不懂剑术，”侯爵模仿着他的声调，“难道我们要像乡巴佬一样拿根木棍打架？好啦，弗朗索瓦，拿枪来！”

一名侍从从枪套里抽出两支大号手枪，上面还镶嵌着银徽，闪闪发亮。侯爵顺手抓起一把，扔在大卫手边的桌上。“站到桌子那头去，”侯爵大声说，“放羊的总该会扣板机吧。没有几个羊倌能有幸死在博普杜依斯家的枪口下。”

牧羊人和侯爵在长桌两头对视而立。店老板吓得体如筛糠，比画了几下，结结巴巴地说：“先、先生，看在上帝的份上，别在我店里动手！别……会出人命的——我的生意就完了……”侯爵瞪了他一眼，店老板顿时哑然。

“胆小鬼！”博普杜依斯大人叫道，“别在那儿啰唆。你要能说得出话，就替我们发口令。”

店老板“扑通”一声跪倒在地，干张着嘴，说不出话，连一点儿声音都发不出来。不过，从他的手势可以看出，他还在为他的房子和顾客，请求他们不要动武。

“我来发令。”小姐声音清脆地说道。她走到大卫身边，给了他深情的一吻。她眼睛晶莹闪亮，双颊显出红晕。她背墙站立，两个男人举起枪，等着她报数。

“一——二——三！”

两支枪几乎同时响起，连烛光都只闪了一下。侯爵微笑着站在那儿，左手手指展开，撑在桌子边缘上。大卫仍然直挺挺地站着，慢慢转过头，用目光搜寻着他的妻子。随后，像外衣从衣架滑落一般，他瘫倒在地板上。

成了寡妇的小姐发出一声低低的惊叫，充满了恐惧和绝望，她赶紧跑过去俯下身。她找到了他的伤口，然后抬起头，脸上恢复了原来的忧郁神情。“射穿了他的心，”她喃喃自语，“哎，他的心啊！”

“走吧，”侯爵浑厚的声音响起，“出来上车！天亮之前，非得把你脱手不可。你还得再嫁一次，嫁给一个活的，就今天夜里。嫁给碰到的下一个，不论是强盗，还是乡巴佬。要是路上碰不到人，就嫁给替我开门的汉子。出来吧，上车！”

身材魁梧的侯爵怒不可遏，小姐重新裹上神秘的外套。侍从们收起手枪。所有人都出门上了等在外面的马车。沉重的车轮滚动的声音在沉睡的村庄里回荡。在银壶旅社，不知所措的店主俯身看着被击毙的诗人的尸体直搓手；桌子上，二十四支蜡烛的火苗舞动闪烁。


右边的道路


沿着这条路走了三里格，就到了一个让人不知如何选择的路口。脚下的路和另一条更宽的路成直角相交。大卫站在丁字路口，踌躇不定，最后沿着右边的路走去。

这条路通向哪里，他不知道，但他决心在这个夜晚把维尔诺伊远远抛在身后。他走了一里格，经过一座大庄园。看得出来，庄园不久前才招待过客人，每扇窗户都亮着灯；在庄园门口宽敞的石路上，还有客人车辆留下的纵横交错的车轮印迹。

又走了三里格，大卫感觉累了。他躺在路边一堆松树上，睡了一会儿。然后他站起身来，沿着这条未知的路继续前进。

就这样，他在这条宽阔的路上走了五天，睡在大自然带有松油香味的床上，或是农舍边的干草垛里，吃的是农夫们慷慨施舍的黑面包，喝的是溪水，或是向牧羊人讨来的一小杯水。

最后，他过了一座大桥，来到那座笑盈盈的城市，这里比世界其他任何地方都成就了更多的诗人，也埋没了更多。他听到巴黎城以低沉的声音反复向他唱着欢迎曲——那是由说话声、脚步声和车轮声组成的合奏，充满了活力。他的呼吸也随之变得急促起来。

他又走了一段路，来到康迪大街一座旧房子顶层的阁楼，付了钱租住下来。然后，他坐在一把木头椅子上，开始写诗。这条街曾住过名门望族，而现在，却挤满了潦倒落魄的各色人等。

街上的房屋都很高大，虽然已经破败，但气派不减当年。大多数房子空空荡荡，只剩下尘埃和蜘蛛。到了晚上，只听得见铁器的碰撞声和寻衅滋事者从一家酒馆到另一家酒馆无所事事的喧哗和叫骂声。昔日上流社会文雅的深宅大院，如今已变成腐臭破败的藏污纳垢之所。不过这种房子的房租正好和大卫羞涩的钱包相匹配。他夜以继日，伏案于纸笔之间。

一天下午，他下楼买完吃的回来，带着面包、凝乳和一瓶低度数的葡萄酒上了楼。在黑乎乎的楼梯上，刚走到一半，他就遇见——不如说是撞见，因为她正坐在楼梯上歇着——一个年轻女子。她的美丽甚至连诗人的生花妙笔都无法形容。她一袭宽松的深黑外套敞开着，露出里面艳丽华贵的长裙。她的眼神随着思绪的每一个细微变化而难以捉摸地闪动着：时而圆睁，如同孩子般的天真无邪；时而微合狭长，如同吉卜赛人般的狡黠聪慧。她用一只手提起长裙，露出一只小巧的鞋子，高高的鞋跟，松散的鞋带没有系上。她简直美如天使，屈尊俯身都与她的身份不相配。她多么迷人，多么让人甘心服侍在她左右啊！也许她已经看见大卫走近，所以坐在那儿等着他帮忙。

啊，请先生原谅她挡在楼梯里，可是，瞧那鞋！可恶的鞋！哎呀！这鞋带怎么会松了呢？呵，但愿先生不嫌麻烦，能屈尊帮忙！

诗人帮她系鞋带时，手指都在微微发抖。系好后他本想赶快逃之夭夭，因为他已经深感她的存在将带来危险。可是她那双眼睛变得细长狡黠，如同吉卜赛女郎一般，让他动弹不得。他倚在楼梯扶手上，手中紧紧握着那瓶葡萄酒。

“您真好。”她说，微微一笑，“请问，先生也住在这所房子里？”

“是的，小姐。我，我想是的，小姐。”

“是不是住在三层？”

“不，小姐。住得更高。”

姑娘的手指摆了摆，但这可不是不耐烦的意思。

“请原谅。我这样问实在太唐突了。请先生原谅。打听先生住在哪儿，实在是不太合适。”

“小姐，请别这么说。我住在……”

“不，不，别告诉我。我知道我说错了。可我还是对这所房子很感兴趣，包括这房子里面的一切。这儿曾是我的家。我常到这里来，只是为了重温往日的幸福快乐。您可以把这当做原谅我的理由吗？”

“就让我来告诉你吧，你用不着任何解释，”诗人结结巴巴地说，“我住在顶楼——楼梯拐角边的小房间。”

“是前面那间吗？”姑娘问，头侧向了一边。

“是后面那间，小姐。”

小姐叹了一口气，如释重负。

“那我就不再耽搁您了，先生，”她说，眼睛睁得圆圆的，孩子一样天真无邪地说，“好好照料我的房子。哦，现在只是它的记忆才属于我啦。再见，请接受我对您帮助的感谢。”

她走了，只留下一个微笑和一丝幽香。大卫迷迷糊糊地爬完楼梯，恍如梦中。等他从梦中清醒过来，那微笑和幽香却一直萦绕在身旁，从此再也没有真正离开过他。这位他一无所知的女子激起了他的灵感，让他写出赞扬明眸的情诗。他表达一见钟情的爱，描绘她的秀发，歌颂她纤足下的鞋。

他肯定是个诗人，因为他已经把伊冯娜忘得一干二净；这位刚遇到的可爱佳人，以她的清新典雅牢牢抓住了他的心。她身上散发的淡淡幽香使他充满了奇妙的感觉。

一天晚上，就在这所房子里，在三楼的一个房间，有三个人围坐在桌子旁。房间里除桌子、三把椅子和桌上点亮的蜡烛外，再没有其他家具。三人当中有一个身材魁梧，身穿黑衣。他神气十足，神情中充满了蔑视一切的高傲，小胡子高高翘起，几乎碰到了满是嘲弄神色的眼睛上。第二个人是个小姐，年轻貌美。一双眼睛时而双目圆睁，如同孩子般的天真无邪。时而微合狭长，如同吉卜赛人般的狡黠聪慧；不过此时，她的眼睛充满渴望，昭示着野心，如同所有阴谋的策划者一样。第三个人办事果断，是个勇士，胆大剽悍的任务执行者，浑身透着火暴与刚毅。另外两人称他为德罗尔斯上尉。

这人用拳头捶着桌子，强忍住怒火说道：“今天晚上，就在今天晚上，在他半夜去做弥撒的时候动手。我厌倦了毫无结果的密谋策划。我烦透了信号、密码、秘密会议之类的玩意儿。要叛变就光明磊落地叛变。如果法兰西要除掉他，我们就公开干掉他吧，用不着设什么陷阱圈套去让他上钩。今天晚上动手，就这么定了。我说到做到。我亲自动手。就在今天晚上，在他半夜去做弥撒的时候动手。”

小姐向他投去了赞许的目光。女人，无论怎样工于心计，总会对一往直前的勇气肃然起敬。身材魁梧的男子则捋着上翘的小胡子。

“亲爱的上尉，”他说，嗓音洪亮，但因其教养与习惯，听起来倒还算温文尔雅，“这次我和你想到了一起。等待不会有任何结果。有足够多的宫廷卫士在我们这一边，完全可以保证这次计划万无一失。”

“今天晚上动手，”德罗尔斯上尉又用拳头捶着桌子重复道，“我说话算话，侯爵，我亲自动手。”

“但是，”身材魁梧的男人轻声说，“我们还有一个问题要解决，必须得送信给王宫里咱们自己的人，跟他们约好暗号。跟随皇家马车的必须是我们最忠心耿耿的勇士。现在这个时候，能派谁到宫廷南门送信呢？里博在那儿值勤，只要把信送到他手上，那就大功告成啦。”

“我来送信。”那个女子说。

“你，伯爵夫人？”侯爵问，眉毛向上扬了扬，“我们知道您的献身精神，可是……”

“听我说！”伯爵小姐喊道，她站起身，双手撑在桌子上，“这幢房子的阁楼里住着一个乡下来的年轻人，他单纯善良，就和他在乡下放养的羊羔一样。我在楼梯上遇到过他两三次。因为担心他住得离我们经常聚会的地方太近，我问过他住在哪儿。只要我愿意，他肯定任我摆布。他在阁楼里写诗，也许还常常对我魂牵梦绕呢。我说的他肯定照办，就叫他把信送到王宫吧。”

侯爵从椅子上站起来，鞠了一躬。“您还没让我把话说完呢，伯爵夫人，”他说，“我本想说：‘您的献身精神非常伟大，但您的机智与魅力更是无与伦比。’”

当阴谋策划者们忙于商议之时，大卫正在为他“献给楼道中的恋人”的诗行字斟句酌。忽然，他听见羞怯的敲门声。他打开门，心猛地跳了一下。敲门的原来是她；她呼吸急促，像是身处什么危难之中，眼睛睁得圆圆的，如同孩子般的天真无邪。

“先生，”她气喘吁吁地说，“我身处困境，来向您求助。我相信您真诚又善良，而且我不知道该找谁帮忙才行。我穿过了很多条街，从傲气十足的男人中间穿过，才跑到这儿的。先生，我母亲已经病危，我叔叔在王宫里当警卫队长。我得找个人尽快捎个信儿给他。我希望……”

“小姐，”大卫打断她，眼睛闪闪发亮，充满了为她效劳的渴望，“你的希望就是我的翅膀。告诉我怎样和他取得联系。”

那个女子塞给他一封封好的信。

“去王宫的南门——记住，是南门——对那儿的警卫说：‘猎鹰已经离巢了。’他们就会放你通过。然后你从南门进入王宫。重复这句话，听到有人回答：‘它想出击就让它去吧。’你就把这封信交给他。先生，这是接头暗语，是我叔叔教给我的。现在国家局势动荡不安，有人密谋刺杀国王，所以在晚上，答不上口令的话，谁也别想进入王宫。先生，如果您愿意，请把这封信交给他，让我妈妈在闭眼之前能见上他一面。”

“把信给我吧，”大卫迫不及待地说，“可是这么晚了，我不能让您一个人穿街走巷地回去，让我……”

“不用，不用——您快去吧。每一秒钟都像宝石一样珍贵。”女子说，她眼睛狭长，如同吉卜赛人般的狡黠聪慧，“以后我会报答您的好心的。”

诗人把信揣进胸前的口袋，三步并作两步地跑下楼去。等他走后，年轻女子回到了楼下的房间。

侯爵那表情丰富的眉毛显然在询问她。

“他去送信了，”她说，“像他自己放的羊一样，腿脚快、脑子笨。”

德罗尔斯上尉的拳头再次把桌子捶得直震。

“活见鬼！”他大叫道，“我忘带手枪了！别的枪我都信不过。”

“拿这支吧，”侯爵说着，从外套下抽出一支锃亮的大号手枪，上面还镶嵌着银徽，闪闪发亮，“这把最可靠。但千万要小心保存，上面有我的纹章和饰徽，我早就被怀疑上了。今天夜里我必须远远地离开巴黎，保证天亮前赶回自己的庄园去。再见，伯爵夫人。”

侯爵吹灭蜡烛，那个女子穿戴整齐，和两个男人一道悄悄地下了楼，汇入康迪大街狭窄人行道上来来往往的人流之中。

大卫一路狂奔。在王宫南门，有人用一支戟拦在了他的胸前，但他只说了一句话就把它给挡开了，“猎鹰已经离巢了。”

“可以通过，兄弟，”门卫说，“快走吧。”

在王宫南面入口的台阶上，几个警卫又过来抓住他，但这句暗语又一次让警卫如同中了魔一般住了手。其中一个人走上前来说：“它想出击就……”还未说完，警卫中便一阵骚动，说明发生了意外。一个目光敏锐、威风凛凛的人突然挤出人群，一把从大卫手上抢走了那封信。“随我来。”他说着，把大卫领进了大厅。然后，他拆开信读了一遍，便朝身边走过的穿步兵军官制服的人招了招手，说道，“泰德洛上尉，你把南面入口处和南大门的警卫都抓起来。换上忠诚可靠的人把守。”他又对大卫说，“随我来。”

他领着大卫穿过走廊和前厅，来到一间宽敞的房子里。房间里有个神色忧郁的人，穿着也色彩阴暗，他正坐在一张宽大的皮椅上沉思。卫士对这人说：“陛下，臣曾向您进谏，说宫廷内叛臣贼子随处可见，多得像阴沟里的老鼠。陛下以为这只是臣多疑胡思所致。这个人就是得到了门卫的默许，居然一直蹿到陛下的宫殿门前。他携带密信一封，已被微臣起获。臣现已将他带到这里，臣是否过虑，请陛下明察。”

“待我亲自审问。”国王说着，在椅子里动了动。他疲倦的眼睛看着大卫，目光呆滞，如同蒙了一层不透明的薄雾。

“你是何方人士？”国王问。

“维尔诺伊村的，在厄尔—卢瓦尔省，陛下。”

“因何事来至巴黎？”

“我——我想当个诗人，陛下。”

“在维尔诺伊以何为业？”

“照看父亲的羊群。”

国王又挪了挪身子，眼中的那层薄雾消失了。

“哦，在田野中牧羊？”

“正是，陛下。”

“你生活于田野之中，早晨出门呼吸清凉的空气，静卧于茵茵绿草之上。羊在山坡上四处悠闲地寻草。你在淙淙流溪间饮水，在树荫下吃着甜甜的黑面包，当然还可以听见鸟儿在林间欢叫。是这样吗，牧羊人？”

“真是如此，陛下。”大卫叹了口气，答道，“我还可以听见蜜蜂在花间嗡嗡歌唱，有时还可以听见采葡萄的人在山头歌唱。”

“对，对，”国王有点儿不耐烦地说，“可能听见这些，但肯定能听得见鸟儿。它们经常在林子里歌唱，对吗？”

“陛下，哪儿的鸟儿都比不上厄尔—卢瓦尔的唱得动听。我写过一些诗，想用诗句描绘它们的歌声。”

“你可以朗诵一下这些诗吗？”国王热切地问道，“很久以前，我也听过山鸟唱歌。要是谁能用诗句再现它们的歌声，那可比一个王国还让人喜欢。到了晚上，你把羊群赶回圈里，然后在宁静之中坐下，无忧无虑地吃着香甜的面包，是吗？你还能背诵你写的那些诗句吗，牧羊人？”

“我这就给您背一首，陛下。”大卫毕恭毕敬地说完，满含深情地朗诵起来：







懒惰的牧羊人，瞧你的小羊






在草地上跳跃，欢喜若狂；






瞧，羊毛在微风中起舞，






听，牧羊神吹奏芦笛，宛转悠扬。










听我们在树梢上鸣叫不止，






看我们在羊背上盘旋不息；






给我们羊毛筑起温暖的巢，






就在枝叶间，在……








“启奏陛下，”一个刺耳的声音打断了他的背诵，“请允许臣问这个写诗的一两个问题。时间所剩不多。臣对陛下的安全深感忧虑，如有触犯圣上之处，请陛下恕罪。”

“杜马尔公爵忠心耿耿，天地可鉴，”国王说，“绝无冒犯之咎。”他又缩进椅子里，眼睛又像笼上了一层薄雾。

“首先，”公爵说，“容臣为陛下诵读他捎来的密信。”







今晚是王子的忌辰。如果他依照惯例去参加午夜弥撒，为他儿子的灵魂祈祷，猎鹰就要出击，地点就在伊斯普拉那德大街。如果他今晚确有此打算，请在王宫西南角楼上点起一盏红灯，猎鹰将以此为号。








“庄稼人，”公爵厉声说，“我念的这些你都听到了。是谁让你送的信？”

“公爵大人，”大卫真诚地说，“我可以告诉你。有个小姐让我送的信。她说她妈妈病了，送这封信是为了叫她叔叔去看她妈妈。我不懂这封信的意思，但我可以发誓，她既漂亮又善良。”

“那你说说这女人的模样，”公爵命令道，“再说说你怎么上了她的当。”

“说她的模样！”大卫带着温柔的微笑说，“您这就等于让语言去创造奇迹。好吧，她如阳光一般让人温暖，又如树荫一般让人舒畅。她静如杨柳，亭亭玉立，动亦如杨柳，娇柔婀娜。她的双眸变化莫测，一会儿是圆的，一会儿又微微半闭，如同太阳躲闪在两朵云朵之间。她所到之处，天堂随之降临；她离去之时，混乱旋即而至，仅留存下山楂花的馨香。她是在康迪大街二十九号找到我的。”

“这正是臣等一直暗中监视的房子，”公爵转身向国王说道，“感谢诗人的巧舌妙语，给我们描绘出了一幅臭名昭著的库珀多伯爵夫人的画像。”

“陛下，公爵，”大卫急切地说，“但愿我拙劣的言辞没有损毁她的美貌。我仔细观察过她的眼睛。我愿用性命发誓，她是一个天使，不管那封信如何。”

公爵目不转睛地盯着他，缓缓地说：“我想拿你来证实一下。今天午夜，你就穿上国王的衣服，乘坐陛下的马车，去参加午夜弥撒。你愿意接受这个检验吗？”

大卫微微一笑，说：“我仔细观察过她的眼睛，从她的眼睛里我已经得到了证明。你想怎么检验都行。”

距午夜还有半个小时，杜马尔公爵带上自己的亲信，在王宫西南角房间的一扇窗户点起了一盏红灯。十二点差十分，大卫从头到脚换上了国王的穿戴，只是把头埋在了外套里。他在杜马尔公爵的搀扶下，慢慢从王宫走向等待出发的马车。公爵扶着他上了车，关上门。马车一路朝大教堂飞驰而去。

伊斯普拉那德大街转角处的一座房子里，泰德洛上尉带着二十个人，高度警戒，时刻准备着给出现的刺客突然而有力的一击。

但是，不知出于什么原因，密谋者们的计划好像稍稍做了调整。皇家马车驶到克利斯多夫大街，离伊斯普拉那德大街还隔着一个街区时，德罗尔斯上尉突然冲了出来，后面一帮弑君的杀手一拥而上，朝马车队猛扑而来。车上的警卫尽管对提前到来的袭击感到吃惊，但仍然跳下马车，英勇奋战。激战声引来泰德洛上尉的注意。他们沿街飞奔过来增援。可是，与此同时，丧心病狂的德罗尔斯上尉已经撞开了国王马车的门，手枪抵住车里黑乎乎的身影，开了一枪。

这时，忠于国王的援军已经赶到，大街上一片喊杀声和刀剑的撞击声，惊马四处奔跑。马车里的坐垫上躺着那位可怜的冒牌国王兼诗人的尸体，他被博普杜依斯侯爵大人手枪里射出的一颗子弹击毙了。


中间的道路


沿着这条路走了三里格，就到了一个让人不知如何选择的路口。脚下的路和另一条更宽的路成直角相交。大卫站在丁字路口，踌躇不定，最后在路边坐下来休息。

他不知道这些路通向何方，似乎每条路都各自通向一个充满机遇和危险的世界。他坐在路边，眼睛突然盯上了一颗明亮的星星，他和伊冯娜曾经把这颗星当做是属于他们的。这使他开始想念伊冯娜了，并开始怀疑自己的出走是否太过草率。仅仅因为他们之间的几句口角，他就该离开她、离开家吗？难道爱情真的如此脆弱，甚至证明爱情存在的嫉妒就能将它打碎？夜晚小小的烦恼总能随着清晨的到来消逝而去。现在回家还来得及，维尔诺伊村还在甜蜜的酣睡之中，根本没有人会发现他的。他的心仍属于伊冯娜；在他生于斯长于斯的故乡，他可以写他的诗，可以找到他的快乐。

大卫站起来，摆脱了那些不安的情绪和诱使他出走的疯狂之情。他坚决地转身，沿着来时的路走了回去。等他回到维尔诺伊的时候，远走高飞的打算已经烟消云散了。他经过羊圈，羊听见他深夜归来的脚步声，急冲冲地拥了过来，乱蹦乱跳，那熟悉的声音温暖了他的心。他轻手轻脚地钻进自己的小房间，躺了下来，暗自庆幸那天晚上逃脱了陌生的道路带来的痛苦。

他对女人的心真是了如指掌！第二天晚上，伊冯娜来到路边的水井旁，那儿是年轻人经常聚在一起听牧师布道的地方。她用余光四下搜寻着大卫的身影。虽然紧抿的嘴唇依然是一副怒气未消的样子，但她的神情大卫一直看在眼里。他鼓起勇气，走上前去，从她嘴中得到宽恕，然后，在两人一起回家的路上，他又得到了一个吻。

三个月之后，他们结婚了。大卫的父亲精明能干，又家境宽裕；他为他们举办了隆重的婚礼，三里格外都有耳闻。两个年轻人在村子里人缘很好，街上贺喜的人成群结队。他们在草地上举办了舞会，还从德鲁克斯请来杂技演员和提线木偶演员为客人助兴。

一年后，大卫的父亲去世了。羊群和农舍都由大卫继承。他已经拥有了全村最贤惠的妻子。伊冯娜的奶桶和铜水壶擦得闪闪发亮，阳光下它们的亮光准能刺得你睁不开眼睛。但你还得睁眼好好看看她打理的院落：花坛收拾得整整齐齐，花儿长得鲜艳美丽，看见它们能让你眼前一亮。你还得听听她的歌声，清脆悠扬，一直远远地传到格鲁诺大伯铁匠铺前的那棵板栗树旁。

可是有一天，大卫终于又从久久没有打开的抽屉里抽出一张纸，又开始咬起铅笔头来了。春天再次来临，撩动了他的心。他肯定是个诗人，因为他已经把伊冯娜忘得一干二净；这春回大地的可爱景致，以其清新典雅牢牢抓住了他的心。树林和草地的清香让他心神荡漾。以前他每天赶着羊群出门，到了晚上又赶着羊群平安回家。可是现在，他躺在小树下，只顾在纸片上拼词填句。他钻在诗行之中，羊儿四散流落，狼群乘虚而入，大胆蹿出树林，偷走了他的羊羔。

大卫的诗写得越来越多，放的羊却越来越少。伊冯娜渐渐消瘦，脾气变得急躁，话语变得刻薄。她的锅盆和水壶也日渐暗淡，可是眼睛依然闪闪发亮。她对诗人抱怨，因为他的疏忽使羊的数量减少，也给家庭带来了灾难。大卫雇了个男孩来看守羊群，把自己锁在农舍顶上的小房间里，写的诗更多了。大卫雇的男孩也有当诗人的天赋，但又没有写成诗句的才华，只能靠睡梦打发时间。狼群很快发现写诗和睡眠原来并无二致，于是，羊群的数量稳步下降，伊冯娜的火气也以同等的速度与日俱增。有时她站在院子中间，对着大卫的窗户高声责骂，声音一直远远地传到格鲁诺大伯铁匠铺前的那棵板栗树旁。

公证人M．帕皮诺是个心地善良、智慧超群又好管闲事的老先生。他明察秋毫，洞悉万事，凡是他的目光所到之处，没有任何东西能逃得过他的眼睛。自然，大卫家的事也不例外。他找到大卫，使劲吸了一口鼻烟，说道：“米格诺特，我的朋友，是我在你父亲的结婚证书上盖的章。要是我最后不得不在他儿子破产的文件上盖章，那会让我非常伤心的。而你正在走向破产。作为一个老朋友，我要说几句，你仔细听着。我知道，你已经一心迷上了写诗。我在德鲁克斯有个朋友，布里尔先生——乔治·布里尔。他住的房间里堆满了书，除了一小块容身之处。他学识渊博，每年都要去巴黎，他自己也写了很多书。他能告诉你地下的墓穴是什么时候建造的，星星该怎样命名，为什么鸻鸟长着长长的喙。他对诗的意义和形式，就像你对羊的叫声一样了如指掌。我写封信，你带去找他，把你的诗也带去请他看看。然后你就知道是该继续写诗，还是该把心思放到你的妻子和家业上来了。”

“请写信吧，”大卫说，“真遗憾您没早点儿说起这件事。”

第二天早晨太阳刚刚升起的时候，大卫已经踏上前往德鲁克斯的路，胳膊下挟着那卷宝贵的诗稿。中午时分，他就到了布里尔先生家的门前，并拭去了脚上的尘埃。这位学富五车的先生拆开了M．帕皮诺先生的信，如同太阳吸收水分一般，透过闪亮的眼镜看完了信的内容。他把大卫领进了书房，在书海中腾出一个小岛让他坐下。

布里尔先生做事一丝不苟。面对着足足有一指厚，参差不齐，卷成一团的诗稿，他眉头都没有皱一下。他把诗卷摊在膝上，开始读了起来。他没有忽略一字一词，而是钻进这堆诗稿中，就像一条钻进果壳的虫子，努力寻找着果仁。

此时，大卫坐在一旁，就像乘船在浩瀚的书海里飘荡。书海里波涛汹涌，浪花飞溅，让他心颤。在这片海中航行，他既没有航海图，也没有指南针。他想，世界上一定有一半人都在写书。

布里尔先生一直看完了诗稿的最后一页，然后，摘下眼镜，用手帕擦了擦镜片。

“我的老朋友M．帕皮诺身体还好吗？”他问。

“身体好极了。”大卫回答。

“你有多少只羊，米格诺特先生？”

“三百零九只，昨天才数过。羊群的运气不好。原来有八百五十只，可现在只剩下这么多了。”

“你已经成家立业，生活也过得很舒服。羊儿给你带来许多东西。你赶着羊群去田野，呼吸着新鲜空气，吃的是称心的甜美面包。你可以躺在大自然的怀抱里，听着林间鸟儿的歌唱，只要提高警惕看着羊群就行，我说得对吗？”

“说得对。”大卫说。

“你的诗我都读过了。”布里尔先生继续说，他的双眼在书海里游移不定，似乎是在地平线上寻找船帆，“请透过窗户，向远处看，米格诺特先生。告诉我，你在那棵树上看见了什么？”

“我看见一只乌鸦。”大卫看了一眼，回答。

“正是这只鸟，”布里尔先生说，“它能帮我尽一点我想逃避的责任。你熟悉这只鸟，米格诺特先生。它就是天空中的哲学家。它因为顺从命运的安排而感到幸福。它的目光变幻灵活，脚步欢快轻盈，没有谁像它那么心满意足，幸福快乐。它想要什么，田野都能满足。它的羽毛没有黄鹂鸟那么漂亮，但它从不为此伤心难过。想必你也听到过自然赐予它的歌喉，米格诺特先生，对吗？难道你认为夜莺比它更幸福吗？”

大卫站起身来。乌鸦在树上发出刺耳的“哇哇”声。

“谢谢你，布里尔先生，”他缓缓地说，“难道在满耳的乌鸦叫声中，没有一个夜莺的音符吗？”

布里尔先生叹了一口气，回答道：“如果有，我绝不可能漏掉。我每个字都读过了。安心过牧羊人诗一般的生活吧，小伙子，别再动笔写了。”

“谢谢您，”大卫又说，“我这就回去照料羊群。”

“如果你愿意留下和我共进午餐，”博览群书的人说，“如果能接受逆耳忠言，我可以仔细给你讲讲个中缘由。”

“算了，”诗人回答，“我得回到田野去，对着我的羊群哇哇叫。”

大卫还在胳膊下挟着那卷诗稿，步履沉重地走上了返回维尔诺伊的路。回到村子，他拐进了一家商店，店主名叫齐格勒，是个从亚美尼亚来的犹太人，凡是能弄到手的东西他都卖。

“朋友，”大卫说，“森林里的狼群跑到山上，搅得我的羊不得安宁。我得买支枪来保护羊群。你这儿有什么枪？”

“今天我运气真是不好，米格诺特，我的朋友，”齐格勒说着，摊开了双手，“只好便宜卖给你一支，价格只是价值的十分之一。上个星期我刚从一个小贩那儿买来一马车东西。都是他从一次王室侍卫的拍卖会上搞到的。那个拍卖会卖的都是一个大贵族的庄园和他的所有物品——我不知道他是什么爵号——只是听说他有意刺杀王驾，被发配了。拍卖物中有几把做工精良的手枪。瞧这支，喔，简直配得上王子用！卖给你只要四十法郎。米格诺特，我的朋友，这笔买卖我还得赔上十法郎。不过呢，如果要买火绳枪……”

“就这支吧，”大卫把钱扔在了柜台上，又问，“装子弹没有？”

“我这就装上，”齐格勒说，“你要是再加十法郎，就可以附带一包火药和子弹。”

大卫把枪插在外衣里，回到自己住的房间。伊冯娜不在家。最近，她总是喜欢到邻居家串门。但厨房里的炉灶上还生着火。大卫打开炉门，把诗稿塞了进去。火光熊熊燃起，在烟道里发出类似唱歌的嘶哑声音。

“乌鸦的歌声！”诗人说。

他回到阁楼上的小房间，关好门。村子里一片宁静，足有十来个人听到了那支大号手枪发出的巨响。他们一齐拥到楼上。正是这儿冒起的烟引起了他们的注意。

男人们把诗人的尸体平放在床上，笨手笨脚地把尸体收拾干净，遮盖好这可怜的黑乌鸦被撕裂的羽毛。女人们叽叽喳喳，道不尽无限的怜悯之情。有几个还跑去给伊冯娜报信。

好管闲事的M．帕皮诺先生也被惊动了。他是第一批赶到现场的人之一。他拿起那把手枪，仔细审视着嵌银的底座，神色中混杂着对枪饰的鉴赏和对死者的哀悼。

“这枪上的纹章和饰徽，”他轻声对身旁的牧师说，“是博普杜依斯侯爵大人的。”




二十年后



一位警察正神情专注地沿着大路巡逻。路上行人很少，可见他这种威严的气度并非为了招摇，而是习惯使然。虽然时间还不到晚上十点，但阵阵凛冽的寒风，夹带着雨意，早就把街上的行人驱逐得一干二净。

警察高大健硕，气宇轩昂，边走边挨家挨户地察看。他甩着手中的警棍，灵巧地挥动出各种复杂的动作，目光还时不时警觉地扫视平静的大路，完全是一副和平保卫者的形象。这一带的店铺都是早早就关门的，只是偶尔还能看见一两家烟铺或是二十四小时营业的餐馆还亮着灯，绝大部分店铺则都已经打烊熄灯了。

巡逻到一个街区中部时，警察忽然放慢了脚步。一家已经熄灯关门的五金店门口，一个男人斜靠大门站着，嘴里还叼着一根没有点燃的雪茄。看见警察向他走过来，这个男人抢先开了口。

“没事，警官，”他保证说，“我只是在这儿等一位朋友。这是二十年前我们定下的约会。您觉得听起来有点奇怪？如果您想知道，我就把事情的来龙去脉讲给您听。大约二十年前，这家五金店现在的位置上是一家餐馆，叫大个子乔·布雷迪餐馆。”

“这家餐馆五年前才被拆除。”警察说。

靠在门口的男人划着了一根火柴点燃雪茄。火光映照出一张苍白的脸，这张脸下巴方正，目光炯炯，右眼眉附近有一块白色的伤疤。他的领带扣上镶着一颗大钻石，看着觉得古怪。

“二十年前的这个晚上，”这个男人回忆道，“我在大个子乔·布雷迪餐馆跟吉米·威尔斯一起吃饭。吉米是我最好的朋友，也是世界上最好的人。我和他都在纽约土生土长，从小就亲如手足。我那年十八岁，吉米二十。第二天一大早我就要出发去西部闯荡，而吉米呢，谁也说不动他走出纽约半步。他认定了纽约就是世上唯一一块净土。于是，在那天晚上我们约好，二十年后的此时，无论我们处境如何，也无论身处何地，都要到这里会面。我们当时觉得，二十年后不管前途如何，命运已成定局，我们也都该打下一些基业了。”

“听着倒是挺有意思，”警察说，“不过，我还是觉得两次聚会的间隔未免太长了。你离开这里后，和你的朋友还有联系吗？”

“嗯，有。我们有一段时间保持了书信往来。”他说，“但一两年后我们就失去了联络。您知道，西部可是一片广阔的天地，我又四处奔忙，行踪不定。不过我相信，只要吉米还活着，他就准会到这儿见我的。他是这世界上最最忠诚、最最可靠的家伙，他绝不会忘记我们的约定。我千里迢迢赶到这里，就是为了今夜能在这个门口见到他，只要我的老伙计能够赴约，跑这一趟就值了。”

这个等朋友的人掏出一块精美的怀表，表盖上镶嵌着细碎的钻石。

“差三分十点，”他说，“我们在这家餐馆门口分别的时间是十点整。”

“看来您在西部混得还不错，是吗？”警察问。

“那还用说！吉米要能混得有我的一半就很好了。不过，他虽然为人忠厚，却是个只知道埋头苦干的家伙。而我呢，发财可不那么容易，得和那些最狡猾精明的脑袋钩心斗角。在纽约生活，人们难免墨守成规，只有西部惶惶不安的生活才能磨砺出智慧。”

警察甩了甩警棍，向前走了一两步。

“我要继续巡逻了，希望你的朋友能够赶来赴约。十点整你就走吗？”

“不会的！我至少会再等他半个小时。只要吉米还活在世上，到时候他肯定会来的。再见，警官。”

“晚安，先生！”警察说着，就沿着线路继续巡逻去了，边走边挨家挨户地察看。

这时，天上下起了蒙蒙细雨，先前似有似无的风也不停息地呼呼吹着。街上寥寥无几的行人都将大衣领口竖得高高的，双手紧紧地插在兜里，匆忙地闷头赶着路。而就在这家五金店门口，为青年时代定下的几近荒唐的约会而不远千里赶来的男人，依然一边抽着雪茄，一边等待着。

大约过了二十分钟，一个身材高大，穿着长外套的男人，从马路对面急匆匆地走了过来，径直走到等待已久的男人身旁。他的大衣领子翻起来，直到耳边。

“是你吗？鲍勃？”他迟疑地问。

“你是吉米·威尔斯？”站在门口的人叫了起来。

“上帝保佑！”刚来的人欣喜地紧紧抓住对方的双手，“真是鲍勃，千真万确！我就知道只要你还活着，我肯定能在这儿见到你。好啊，好啊，二十年可真漫长啊！原来的餐馆已经没有了，鲍勃，我真希望它还在，那样的话我们就可以再大吃一顿了。你在西部的日子过得怎么样，老伙计？”

“那是相当好啊！我想要什么都能弄到手。吉米，你变了不少啊。我总觉得你比原来至少高了二三英寸。”

“哦，‘二十三，蹿一蹿’嘛。”

“吉米，在纽约混得还不错吧？”

“还算过得去。我在市政部门有一个职位。来吧，鲍勃，我知道有个地方，我们到那儿好好聊聊，说说以前的时光。”

于是，两个男人手挽手，走上马路。西部来的这位因为成功而得意忘形，开始滔滔不绝地讲起这些年的所作所为。另一个则缩在外套里，津津有味地听着。

街角有一家药店，灯火通明，两人走到亮处，不约而同地抽出胳膊，盯着对方。

“你不是吉米·威尔斯，”他惊叫一声，“二十年确实漫长，但还不至于把一个高鼻梁变成扁平鼻子。”

“可还是可以把一个好人变成坏人，”高个子回答道，“鲍勃，你已经被捕十分钟了。芝加哥警方推测你可能溜到我们这里，发电报说要跟你谈谈。老实点儿，明白吗？对，这才明智。有人托我给你带了张便条，趁我们去警局之前，你先看看。就在那扇窗户下看就行了，是威尔斯巡警写给你的。”

西部来客打开了递到他手里的小纸条。刚开始读的时候，他的手还稳稳地抓着纸条，但读完之后，他却忍不住颤抖起来。纸条上只有寥寥数语：






鲍勃：




我准时到了约定地点。你划火柴的时候我看见的是一张芝加哥通缉犯的脸。我不便自己动手，所以离开，找了一位便衣代劳。









吉米





巫婆的面包



玛莎·米查姆小姐在街道拐角处开了一家小面包店（就是你走上门前的三级台阶，推门进去时，门上的小铃就会“丁零丁零”响起来的那家店铺）。

玛莎小姐今年四十岁了，银行里有两千元的存款，她还有两枚假牙和一颗多情的心。结过婚的女人真不少，但同玛莎小姐一比，她们的条件可就差远啦。

有一位顾客每周来店里两三次，玛莎小姐逐渐对他产生了好感。他是个中年人，戴着眼镜，蓄着修剪得整整齐齐的棕色胡须。

他说英语时总带着很重的德国口音。他的衣服有些地方已经磨破了，打着补丁，有的地方则皱皱巴巴、松松垮垮的。但他的外表仍旧很整洁，对人也彬彬有礼。

这位顾客总是买两个陈面包。新鲜面包是五分钱一个，而陈面包五分钱却可以买两个。除了陈面包以外，他从来没买过别的东西。

有一次，玛莎小姐注意到他的手指上有一块红褐色的污迹。她立刻断定这位顾客是一位艺术家，并且相当贫困。他准是住在阁楼上，在那里一边画画，一边啃啃陈面包，还在心里想着玛莎小姐面包店里各式各样的美味食品。

每当玛莎小姐坐下来享用她的肉排、面包卷、果酱，并喝着红茶的时候，她常常会情不自禁地叹起气来，希望那位温文尔雅的艺术家能够分享她可口的饭菜，而不是待在四处透风的阁楼里啃又干又硬的面包。我早就告诉过你们了，玛莎小姐的心是多情的。

为了验证她对这位顾客的职业推断是否正确，她特意把一幅油画从房间里搬出来，放在柜台后面的架子上。这幅画是她以前从拍卖会上买来的。

那是一幅威尼斯风景画。一座壮丽的大理石宫殿（画上是这样标明的）矗立在画面的前景——或者，更准确地说，是在前面的水中。此外，油画的其他部分还画着几条小平底船（船上有位太太把手伸到水里，带出了一道道涟漪），还有云彩、天空和许多明暗烘托的笔触。一个艺术家是不会对这幅画视而不见的。

两天后，那位顾客又来了。

“请来两个陈面包。”

“夫人，你这幅画很不错。”她用纸把面包包起来的时候，他说。

“是吗？”玛莎小姐说，她看到自己的计谋得逞了，不禁满心欢喜。“我确实很喜欢艺术和——（不，这么早就说“艺术家”是不妥的）和绘画。”她改口说，“你觉得这幅画还不错？”

“这座宫殿，”顾客说，“画得不太好。透视法用得不真实。再见，夫人。”

他拿起面包，欠身告辞，急匆匆地走了。

没错，他准是一个艺术家。玛莎小姐把画搬回了自己的房间里。

镜片后面的目光是多么温柔，多么和善啊！他的前额多么宽阔！一眼就可以判断透视法的好坏——可却要靠吃陈面包生活！不过，天才在成名之前，往往要经历一番苦难，经过一番奋斗。

假如天才有两千元银行存款、一家面包店和一颗多情的心在背后默默支持，艺术和透视法将能取得多么辉煌的成就啊——但这不过是场白日梦罢了，玛莎小姐。

之后，每次这位顾客来到店里的时候，都会隔着货柜和玛莎小姐聊一会儿。他似乎渴望听到玛莎小姐那令人愉快的话语。

他仍旧一直买陈面包，从没有买过蛋糕、馅饼，或是她店里其他美味的糕点。

她觉得他更加消瘦了，神情也有些颓废。她心疼得真想在他买的寒酸的食物里加上一些好吃的东西，可她没有勇气那样做。她不敢冒犯他，她了解艺术家高傲的心理。

玛莎小姐开始穿起那件带蓝点子的丝质背心站在柜台后面卖面包。她在后房熬制了一种神秘的草籽和硼砂的混合物。有很多人用这种汁水养颜美容。

一天，那位顾客又像平时那样来了，他把五分镍币往柜台上一搁，要买陈面包。就在玛莎小姐去拿面包的时候，外面响起一阵嘈杂的喇叭声和尖利的警笛声，接着，一辆消防车隆隆驶过。

那位顾客跑到门口去张望，遇到这种情况，谁都会这样做的。玛莎小姐突然灵机一动，抓住了这个机会。

柜台后面最下面一层货架上放着一磅新鲜黄油，送牛奶的人拿来还不到十分钟。玛莎小姐用切面包的刀子把两个陈面包都切开一条深深的口子，很慷慨地各塞进一大片黄油，再把面包紧紧压好。

顾客转身回来的时候，她已经把面包用纸包好了。

极其愉快地聊了一会儿之后，那位顾客离开了。玛莎小姐情不自禁地偷笑了起来，可是心里仍不免有些忐忑。

她是不是太冒昧了？他会不会生气呢？绝对不会的。食物并不代表语言，黄油也并不象征有失闺秀身份的唐突行为。

那天，她心里一直惦记着这件事。她一直想象着，他发现面包里的黄油时，会是怎样的情景。

他会放下画笔和调色板。画架上正支着他正在画的一幅油画，那幅画的透视法肯定运用得无可挑剔。

他会拿起干面包和清水当午饭。他切开了一个面包——啊！

想到这里，玛莎小姐的脸上泛起了红晕。他在吃面包的时候，会不会想到那只把黄油塞进去的手呢？他会不会——

前门的铃铛刺耳地响起。有人闹闹嚷嚷地走了进来。

玛莎小姐急忙赶到店堂里，只见两个男人站在那里。其中一位是叼着烟斗的年轻人——她以前从没见过，另一位就是她的艺术家。

只见艺术家的脸涨得通红，帽子推到后脑勺上，头发揉得一团凌乱。他捏紧拳头，恶狠狠地朝玛莎小姐挥舞着——竟然冲着玛莎小姐！

“Dummkopf
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 ！”他声嘶力竭地喊着，接着又喊了一声“Tausendonfer
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 ！”或者类似的德国话。

另一个年轻人竭力想把他拖开。

“我不走，”他怒不可遏，“我非得跟她说清楚不可。”

他擂鼓似的猛敲着玛莎小姐的柜台。

“你把我给毁啦。”他嚷道，他镜片后面的蓝眼睛几乎要喷出火来，“让我告诉你吧，你是个爱管闲事的老巫婆！”

玛莎小姐虚弱无力地倚在货架上，一只手还按在那件蓝点子的丝质背心上。年轻人抓住了同伴的衣领。

“走吧，”他说，“你已经骂够了。”他把那个暴跳如雷的家伙拖到门外，自己又走了回来。

“夫人，我想您应当知道这场吵闹的原因，”他说，“他叫布卢姆伯格，是个建筑设计师。我和他在一个事务所里工作。

“他在绘制一份新市政厅的平面图，辛辛苦苦地干了三个月。准备参加有奖竞赛。昨天，他刚把图纸描好。您知道，设计师总是先用铅笔打底稿的。等图纸描好后，再用陈面包屑擦去铅笔印。陈面包比橡皮好用多了。

“布卢姆伯格一直在您这里买面包。嗯，今天——嗯，您知道，夫人，面包里的黄油可不——嗯，布卢姆伯格的图样成了废纸，只能裁开去包火车上出售的三明治了。”

玛莎小姐走进了后面的房间。她脱下那件蓝点子的丝质背心，又换上了平常那件棕色的旧哗叽衣服。接着，她把草籽和硼砂混合熬制的汁水倒进了窗外的垃圾箱里。





————————————————————




(1)

  Dummkopf：德语“笨蛋”的意思。





(2)

  Tausendonfer：德语，“天打五雷轰、该千刀万剐”之类的意思。





比门塔薄饼



我们骑着马，在弗莱奥山麓把一群烙有圆圈三角印记的牛赶拢在一起的时候，一株枯死的牧豆树
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 的枝丫钩住了我的木马镫，以至于我扭伤了脚踝，不得不在营地里躺一个星期。

被迫在营地休息的第三天，我一瘸一拐地走到了炊事班营地，无助地靠在马车旁边的树上，听营地厨师贾德森·奥多姆在那里没完没了地唠叨。他天生是个话痨，一打开话匣子就关不住；可是阴差阳错，偏偏从事了厨师这个职业，大部分时间里都不会有一个听众，可以让他不停地对着人唠叨。

因此，我便成了一滴神赐的甘露，给贾德那无声的沙漠里带来了声音的绿洲。

不久，我的体内激起一阵病人贪嘴的渴望，想吃一些我们集体伙食中没有的东西。我一下子思念起我母亲的食品柜，不由得“像初恋一般深情，哀怨又惆怅”。于是我问贾德：“你会做薄饼吗？”

他放下准备用来砸羚羊排骨的六响左轮手枪，走到我面前，神情在我看来有些愤怒。一双浅蓝色的眼睛冷冷地瞪着我，猜疑的目光让我更加证实了自己的判断，他确实愤怒了。

“喂，你，”他说，尽管没有勃然大怒，但仍然可以感觉到他的愤怒，“你是真心想问我会不会，还是想嘲笑我？是不是有家伙把我关于薄饼的糗事告诉你了？”

“什么啊，贾德，”我真诚地回答他，“我没有别的意思。只是很想用我的小马和马鞍来换一叠用黄油烙得黄黄的薄饼，上面抹着大铁皮桶装的新上市的新奥尔良蜂蜜。对了，关于薄饼，你难道还有什么故事吗？”

贾德知道了我确实没有嘲讽他的意思之后，神色立刻缓和了下来。他从炊事车里取出一些神秘的盒子和铁罐子，放在我靠着的那株树下。他在我面前有条不紊地忙活着，然后一一解开了那些袋子上的绳子。

他一边干活，一边跟我讲他的薄饼故事。他说：“其实也不是什么故事，这是我和陷骡山谷来的那个粉红眼睛的牧羊人以及威莱拉·利赖特小姐之间的真实事件。我也不介意你知道。

“那是我在圣米格尔牧场替老比尔·图米赶牛期间发生的事。有一天，我一心想吃罐头食品。只要罐头里装的东西不哞，不咩，不哼或者不啄的都可以。于是我跨上我那匹还未驯好的小野马，直奔纽西斯河比门塔渡口埃姆斯利·特尔费尔大叔的店铺。

“下午三点钟左右，我在距埃姆斯利大叔铺子二十码的地方下了马，把马拴在一棵牧豆树上，就径直跑到店里去了。我纵身坐到柜台上，对埃姆斯利大叔说，看样子全世界的水果都要遭殃啦。不一会儿，我拿着一袋饼干、一把长匙、一堆各种各样口味的罐头吃开了。罐头品种很丰富，有杏子、菠萝、樱桃和青梅，埃姆斯利还在一边手忙脚乱地用斧头帮我砍开罐头的黄色铁皮箍。我觉得自己就像是没有偷食禁果之前的亚当
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 。我快乐地一边挥弄着手里那把二十四英寸的匙子，一边用靴子上的马刺踢打着柜台的板壁。就在一边玩一边吃的时候，我偶然抬头，从窗口里看见了铺子隔壁埃姆斯利大叔家的后院。

“有个女孩站在那儿，娇艳动人，亭亭玉立——一看就是个外地姑娘。她一边玩着槌球，一边看着我对水果罐头痴爱的样子独自发笑。

“我从柜台上滑下来，把手里的匙子交给了埃姆斯利大叔。

“‘那是我的外甥女，威莱拉·利赖特小姐，从巴勒斯坦
 

(3)



 来我这里玩。你想不想我把她介绍给你认识啊？’埃姆斯利大叔问我。

“‘噢，那可是圣地哪。’我自言自语道，思想像牛群一样，当我要把它们赶进栅栏里去时，它们却乱兜圈子。我高声地说：‘难道不是吗？天使们当然在巴勒——当然啦，埃姆斯利大叔，我非常高兴认识利赖特小姐。’

“然后，埃姆斯利大叔把我带到后院，给我们彼此做了介绍。

“在女人面前我从来没有感到局促不安过。我一直不能理解，为什么有的男人不吃早饭就能驯服一匹野马，也可以摸着黑刮胡子，但是一见到穿花衣裳的大姑娘却变得手足无措，汗流浃背，连话都不会说了。不出八分钟，我和利赖特小姐的关系就急剧升温，我们一起玩槌球，亲密得像表兄妹一样。

“她取笑我，说我吃了那么多的水果罐头。我也毫不犹豫地回敬她，说水果事件一定是一个叫夏娃的女士在第一个天然草场放牧时搞出来的——‘那是在巴勒斯坦结束的，是吗？’我脱口而出，像用套索捕捉一头一岁的小马那样自如。

“就那样，我真诚地和威莱拉·利赖特小姐亲近起来。随着时间的推移，我们的关系日渐密切。她在比门塔渡口小住，一半是为了健康，一般也是因为这里的气候。其实她的身体很好，只是比门塔的温度要比巴勒斯坦高百分之四十。起初，我每星期骑着马去看她一次；后来，我算了算，发现如果我一周去两次的话，那么我见她的次数就多了一倍了。

“有一个星期，当我第三次去那里的时候，我发现薄饼和淡红眼睛的牧羊人掺和到我们之间来了。

“那晚，我正坐在埃姆斯利大叔的柜台上，嘴里咬着一个桃子和两个李子，我问他威莱拉小姐最近怎么样。

“‘哦，她呀，’埃姆斯利大叔说，‘跟那个陷骡山谷的牧羊人杰克逊·博德出去骑马了。’

“我把嘴巴里的东西连核吞了下去，跳下了柜台。我猜我跳下去的时候一定有人抓住了柜台，才没让它翻倒。然后我径直朝前走，直到被我拴马的那棵牧豆树撞上才停住脚步。

“‘她骑马去了，’我凑在我的小野马耳旁说，‘跟博德斯通·杰克去的，就是和那个牧羊人山谷里的骡子一起去的。你听明白了吗？你这个被鞭子抽着才跑的家伙？’

“我的小马哭了，以它自己的方式。它从小就是被养来放牛的，它才不关心那些牧羊人呢。

“我又回到埃姆斯利大叔那儿，问他：‘你说的是牧羊人吗？’

“‘是的，就是牧羊人。’大叔重复了一遍。‘你一定听说过他吧，就是那个杰克逊·博德。他有八个牧场和四千头北冰洋以南最棒的美利奴绵羊。’

“我走进来，坐在铺子的阴面，靠着一棵带刺的霸王树。我一边无意识地往我的靴子里撒沙子，一边自言自语，说了许多这个名字里带有鸟类的杰克逊鸟人
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 的坏话。

“我从来都不欺负放羊的。有一次，我看到一个坐在马背上学习拉丁文的羊倌，我连他一根手指头都没动！我不像大部分放牛的人那样，一看见羊倌气就不打一处来。他们总是穿着小巧鞋子，围着桌子吃饭，跟你讲起话来也是有说有笑的。你有必要停下手里的活，去欺负和伤害那些家伙吗？看见他们时，我最多就是跟他们讲一两句客套话，谈论一下天气之类的，从不会停下来和他们一起喝上几杯，也不去找他们麻烦。就像你愿意放过手中的兔子一样，我觉得不值得跟羊倌过不去。我想，正是因为我这么仁慈、善良，才会有人骑到我头上来，一个小小的羊倌居然都会跑来约威莱拉·利赖特小姐骑马了！

“天黑前一个小时，他们骑着马欢快地跑了回来。到了埃姆斯利大叔家门口，他们停下来了。那个放羊的把威莱拉·利赖特小姐扶了下来，他们站在那里兴高采烈地聊了会儿天。然后这个鸟人杰克逊跳上他的破马，抬了抬他那顶双把炖锅一样的帽子跟威莱拉·利赖特小姐挥手告别，朝他的羊圈方向跑去。看到这里，我把靴子翻了个个儿，把沙子倒出来后就跟离弦的箭一样离开了霸王树上的刺，朝着他回去的方向，策马追了过去。在离比门塔半英里的地方，我追上了他。

“我一开始说那个讨厌的羊倌眼睛是粉红色的，但其实不是这样的。他的眼球是很灰的那种颜色，但睫毛是红色的，加上头发是黄棕色的，因此让人看起来会觉得他的眼睛是粉色的。他是羊倌？那样子也只能放个小羊羔吧。你看他，身材瘦小，脖子上系着一个黄丝绸围巾，鞋带还绑成一个蝴蝶结的样子。

“‘下午好啊，哥们儿。’我对他说，‘你现在正在和因为枪打得好而被冠之‘百发百中’的贾德森走在一起。在同一个陌生人开战之前，我总是先这样自我介绍一下，因为我可不喜欢跟死鬼握手。’

“‘啊哈，这样啊，’他说，他说话时就是这副腔调——‘很高兴见到你啊，贾德森先生。我是打陷骡牧场那儿来的杰克逊·博德。’

“就在这时，我一眼看到一只槲鸡叼着一只毒蜘蛛从山上跳下来了，另一眼瞥见一只猎兔鹰栖息在水榆树的枯枝上。我立马拔出四五口径手枪，先后干掉了它们，给杰克逊·博德好好地展示了一下我的枪法。‘三回有两回都是这样，不管在哪儿，鸟儿似乎都喜欢撞在我的枪口上。’我这样跟他说道。

“‘真是好枪法啊！’牧羊人泰然自若地说，‘不过有时候你会不会偶尔失手呢？上星期的那场雨下得真是及时，对小草的生长大有益处，不是吗，贾德森先生？’

“‘威利，’我靠近他的小马说，‘你父母亲宠你，才管你叫杰克逊，但是脱了毛的你就变成了叽叽喳喳的威利——让我们绕开对气候、雨水的研究，直奔主题吧。和比门塔的年轻姑娘一起骑马，对你来说，可不是什么好习惯。我知道有些鸟儿，’我说，‘在还没有那样做之前就已经被用来烤着吃了。威莱拉小姐，从不想让一个杰克逊这样的山雀衔着羊毛给她筑个巢。怎么样，你看你是打算现在撤退呢，还是想检验检验我这个百发百中的美名？我这个美名包办丧事。’

“杰克逊·博德脸红了一阵，但随即却哈哈大笑起来。

“‘呵呵，贾德森先生，’他说，‘你搞错啦。我确实去拜访过几次利赖特小姐，但是动机决不是你想的那样。我去那儿纯粹是为了饱饱口福。’

“我伸手去摸枪。

“‘哪个色狼，’我说，‘竟然这么不要脸——’

“‘等等，’这个鸟人赶紧说，‘听我解释。我要老婆干吗呀？只要你去过我的牧场你就会明白的，我自己会做饭，自己缝缝补补，根本不需要女人。我养羊的唯一乐趣就是吃。对了，贾德森先生，你尝过利赖特小姐做的薄饼吗？’

“‘薄饼？这倒没有。’我对他说，‘我从来没听说过她在烹饪方面还颇有造诣呢。’

“‘那些像金黄色的阳光一样的薄饼简直就是用伊壁鸠鲁天厨的神火烤出来的金灿灿、甜滋滋的美味。我宁愿用我两年的寿命去换取薄饼的烹饪秘方。我就是为了这个才去拜访利赖特小姐的。’杰克逊·博德说，‘可是到现在我还没搞到。那是她们家的祖传秘方，已经传了七十五年啦。秘方只是在自己的家族里世代相传，从来都不告诉外人。如果那个秘方被我搞到手，我就能在自己的牧场上亲自给自己做那美味的薄饼啦，那我将是多么幸福的一个人啊。’博德说。

“‘你保证你想要的不是做薄饼的那双手吗？’我问他。

“‘那当然。’杰克逊说，‘利赖特小姐确实是个非常好的姑娘，但是我可以向你保证的是，除了满足胃口——’看到我开始摸枪，他立即改口道，‘只是想知道制作美味的薄饼的方法。’

“我尽量实事求是地说：‘你这小子还不算太坏。这次就饶了你吧，我本来还想让你的羊儿们变成孤儿的。那你就好好地守着你的薄饼啊，一定不要越轨，也别错把感情当蜂蜜，要不然的话你就再也听不到你牧场里的歌声了。’

“‘为了让你相信我的诚意，’放羊的说，‘我想请你帮个忙。利赖特小姐和你的关系更亲密，也许她不愿意替我做的事，会愿意替你做。如果你帮我搞到那个秘方，我一定会信守诺言，再也不去找她了。’

“‘这倒不错啊。’我一边跟杰克逊·博德握手，一边说，‘如果可以，我会尽力帮你搞到秘方的，很高兴为你做这件事。’然后，我们道别了，他掉头走下皮德拉的大梨树平地，往陷骡山谷去了；我则朝西北方向走，回到老比尔·图米的牧场。

“五天之后，我才有机会去一趟比门塔。我和威莱拉小姐在埃姆斯利大叔家度过了一个愉快的夜晚。她唱了几首歌，又在钢琴上弹了许多歌剧的插曲。而我则给她模仿响尾蛇的样子，告诉她‘长虫’麦克菲剥牛皮的新法子，还跟她讲了我曾经到过圣路易斯旅游的事。我们两个聊得很好，彼此都很欣赏对方。我想，要是现在杰克逊·博德离开的话，那我就赢定了。我想起了关于薄饼秘方的承诺，于是便想着说服威莱拉小姐把秘方告诉我；那样的话，如果让我在陷骡山谷以外的地方碰见杰克逊的话，我决饶不了他。

“因此，大约十点钟的时候，我在脸上挂着装出来的甜蜜微笑，对威莱拉小姐说：‘现在，如果说还有什么能让我比在绿草地上见到红色的马儿还要高兴的事的话，我想那就是吃上一块热气腾腾、涂着蜂蜜的美味的薄饼啦。’

“威莱拉小姐在钢琴凳上微微震了一下，一脸惊诧地看着我。

“‘是啊，’她说，‘薄饼确实很好吃哦。你刚才说你在圣路易斯的那条街叫什么来着？就是你丢帽子的那条街，奥多姆先生。’

“‘薄饼大街啊，’我冲她眨眨眼睛说，表示我一心想得到她家薄饼的祖传秘方，否则不会跟她谈论其他话题。‘来，威莱拉小姐，跟我说说你是怎么做薄饼的吧。’我冲着她喊。此刻，薄饼就像车轮一样不停地在我脑袋里打转。现在就要她告诉我——一磅面粉，八打鸡蛋等等，所有成分的配比是怎样的呢？

“‘对不起，我失陪了。’威莱拉小姐说。她迅速地斜眼瞟了我一下，离开钢琴凳出去了。她慢慢地走到另外一个房间，同时埃姆斯利大叔径直走了进来，他没有穿衬衣，手里拿着一个大水壶。就在他转过身去拿桌子上的玻璃杯时，我看见他的裤袋里揣着一把四五口径的手枪。‘好家伙！’我心想，‘这家人把一个祖传的烹饪秘方看得也太重了吧，竟然用枪来保护。我想有的人家即使有血海深仇也不至于这个样子啊。’

“‘喝水吧。’埃姆斯利递给我一杯水说，‘你今天骑马骑得太久啦，累坏了。贾德，别让自己太激动了。想些别的轻松的事情吧。’

“‘埃姆斯利大叔，你知道怎么做那种薄饼吗？’我追问道。

“‘嗯，我并不擅长烹饪，手艺跟别人没法比。’埃姆斯利大叔回答说，‘但我想，你就像平常一样，弄点生面团，一筛子石膏粉，掺和点小苏打和玉米面，再放点鸡蛋和全脂牛奶搅和搅和就行了吧。对了，贾德，今年春天老比尔还会把牛肉运到堪萨斯城去吗？’

“那天晚上，我所能打探到的关于薄饼的所有信息就只有这些了。怪不得杰克逊·博德会觉得这很不好搞。于是我只好把这个话题撂下了，开始和埃姆斯利大叔扯扯羊角风和旋风之类的事。一会儿，在威莱拉小姐进来道了晚安后，我就骑马回牧场了。

“差不多一个星期后，在我骑马去比门塔的路上，我碰见了杰克逊·博德，他刚好从那里回来。我们在路上停了下来，聊了会儿天。

“我问他：‘你弄到做薄饼的详细过程了吗？’

“‘没有呢。’杰克逊说，‘我想我是不可能把秘方搞到手了，你试着帮我问了吗？’

“‘试过，’我说，‘但是那就像用花生壳把草原犬鼠从洞里挖出来一样难。你看他们牢牢守着它的样子就知道，那个薄饼秘方一定是个宝贝。’

“‘我差不多准备放弃啦，’杰克逊说，语气是那么地失望，都让我觉得有些对不起他了。‘我无非就是想知道怎样做那种薄饼，可以让我在我那寂寞的牧场上自己做来吃。’他说，‘晚上，我躺在床上想着薄饼的味道，都睡不着觉。’

“‘你还是继续努力吧，’我跟他说，‘我也会继续想办法的。要不了多久，我们总有一人会得到秘方的。就这样吧。再见，杰克逊。’

“你看看，这个时候，我俩配合得多密切啊。当我发现他不是在追威莱拉小姐时，我心里对这个黄棕色头发的羊倌也就比较友好了。为了帮助他满足食欲、一饱口福，我一直在试着从威莱拉小姐那里得到薄饼的秘方。但是每一次我跟她提起‘薄饼’时，她都想办法避开，眼神里流露着不安。如果我坚持这个话题的话，她就会借故出去。这个时候，手里拿着水壶，裤袋里揣着手枪的埃姆斯利大叔就会走进来。

“一天，我骑马跑到那家铺子，手里拿着在毒狗草原的野花丛中摘的一束美丽的蓝马鞭草。埃姆斯利大叔眯起一只眼睛，看着马鞭草说：“‘你没听到那个消息吗？’

“‘牛涨价了？’我问道。

“‘昨天，威莱拉和杰克逊·博德在巴勒斯坦结婚啦。’他说，‘我今天早晨刚收到信。’

“我把那束马鞭草扔进了饼干桶，让那个消息慢慢灌进我耳朵，再流到左边的衬衫口袋，最后流到我的脚底。

“‘埃姆斯利大叔，你能不能再说一遍？’我说，‘可能我的耳朵有什么问题，你刚才说的是头等的小牛犊四块八毛钱一头吗，还是说的别的类似的事啊？’

“‘是昨天结的婚，’埃姆斯利大叔说，‘已经去韦科和尼亚加拉大瀑布度蜜月了。怎么，难道你一直没有看出什么迹象来吗？自从杰克逊·博德带威莱拉出去骑马那天，他就开始追求她了。’

“‘那么，’我大声吼起来，‘你告诉我，他跟我说的关于薄饼的事情到底是什么意思？’

“当我一说到‘薄饼’二字，埃姆斯利大叔一个躲闪，后退了几步。

“‘有人用薄饼来算计我，’我说，‘我倒要弄个水落石出。我相信你是知道的。快告诉我，否则的话，我会在这里跟你没完。’我跟他这样说道。

“我翻过柜台追赶埃姆斯利大叔。他去抓枪，可是枪在抽屉里，离他还有两英寸。我揪住他的衣领，把他逼到墙角。

“‘告诉我薄饼的事，’我说，‘否则我把你做成薄饼。威莱拉小姐做这个吗？’

“‘她一生都没有做过一张薄饼，我一个也没见过。’埃姆斯利大叔安慰我说，‘冷静下来，贾德——冷静。你太激动啦，你头上的老伤使你神情错乱。试着不要去想什么薄饼。’

“‘埃姆斯利大叔，’我说，‘我除了天生不擅长思考外，我的脑袋从来没有受过伤。杰克逊·博德告诉我，他来看威莱拉小姐只是为了搞到她做薄饼的秘方，他还请求我帮他弄一份原料的清单呢。你也看到了，我一直在帮他这样做。难道我是被那个粉红眼睛的羊倌用约翰逊的青草蒙住了双眼，还是有别的什么原因？’

“‘你先把我的衣服松开，’埃姆斯利大叔说，‘然后我再告诉你。是的，看样子杰克逊·博德是把你给骗了，然后溜之大吉。在他和威莱拉小姐一起出去骑马的第二天，他跑来告诉我们，无论何时你说起薄饼的时候让我们一定得小心点。他告诉我们，他们曾经在营地烙煎饼，有个家伙用平底锅砸了你的脑袋。他还说，只要你一激动或者高兴过头，就会旧病复发，然后你就开始发疯，胡言乱语地一直说薄饼。这个时候，只要我们岔开薄饼的话题，安抚你冷静下来，你也就没什么危险了。因此我和威莱拉尽我们最大的努力这样做了。唉，这样看，’埃姆斯利大叔说，‘像杰克逊·博德这样的牧羊人真是很少见。’”

贾德在讲故事的时候，已经缓慢但很熟练地把那些袋子和罐子里的东西搅和在一起了。故事快讲完时，他给我端来了他的杰作——两张放在铁碟子里的薄饼，金灿灿的，热气腾腾。他还从某个神秘的地方给我搞来了一块上等的黄油和一瓶金色的蜂蜜。

“这件事情过去多久啦？”我问他说。

“三年了。”贾德答道，“现在他们就住在陷骡山谷。但是打那以后我再也没见过他们。据说杰克逊·博德把我骗得团团转的时候，一直在装扮他的牧场，在那里装了摇椅和窗帘。啊，没多久我就把这事情抛到脑后了，可是弟兄们还是折腾个没完。”

“你是按照那个著名秘方做的这些薄饼吗？”我问道。

“我不是跟你说过了吗，根本就没有什么秘方！”贾德说，“这配方是我从报纸上剪下来的。弟兄们老是拿薄饼来说事儿，他们后来实在是也馋薄饼了，我才按照报纸上的配方做了。怎么样，味道如何？”

“味道好极了！”我回答说，“贾德，你怎么不吃点儿？”

一声叹息声清晰地传入我的耳朵。

“我吗？”贾德说，“我从来不吃薄饼。”





————————————————————




(1)

  牧豆树：产于美国西南部和墨西哥的一种豆科灌木。





(2)

  出自《圣经·旧约·创世记》。传说亚当和夏娃居住在伊甸园，园中树上的果子都可以吃，唯“知善恶树”上的果实“不可吃、也不可摸”。最后夏娃受魔鬼引诱，不顾上帝的吩咐进食了禁果，又把果子给了亚当，他也吃了。上帝便把他们赶出伊甸园。偷食禁果被认为是人类的原罪及一切其他罪恶的开端。





(3)

  巴勒斯坦：Palestine，这里指的是美国得克萨斯州东部的一个城市。





(4)

  杰克逊·博德，英文为Jackson Bird, Bird“鸟”的意思。





慈善事业数学讲座



“我发现，教育事业收到的慈善捐款已经超过了五千万美元。”我说。

我在翻阅晚报上的花边新闻，杰夫·彼得斯正在把烟丝塞进他的烟斗里。

“要说这种事儿，”杰夫说，“可是大有文章，足可以在慈善事业数学班上进行一番讨论。”

“你这是话里有话吧？”我问道。

“没错，”杰夫说，“我还没有告诉过你，我和安迪·塔克做过慈善家的事吧？那是八年前的事了，那时在亚利桑那州，安迪和我赶着一辆双马货车，在基拉山区勘探银矿。我们找到了矿苗，以两万五千美元的价格，把它卖给了图森那边的人。我们把他们给的支票拿到银行兑了银币，一千块装成一袋。我们把银币装上货车，往东走了一百多英里，乐晕了的脑袋才恢复了神智。你看宾夕法尼亚铁路公司的财务年报，或是听一位演员说他的薪金时，两万五千美金好像并不算多。可是当你掀开货车的车篷，用鞋跟踢踢装满银币的口袋，听到叮叮当当的碰撞声时，你就会觉得，自己好像是一家通宵营业的银行，现在刚好是十二点。

“第三天，我们到了一座整洁美丽的小镇，可算是天工造化，兰德-麦克内莱的杰作也不过如此。小镇坐落在山脚下，繁花似锦，草木葱茏。两千多名居民热情好客，生活悠闲。小镇的名字好像是佛罗勒斯维，那里还没有被铁路、跳蚤或者东部的游客所污染。

“我和安迪把钱存进当地的希望储蓄银行，联名开了一个账户，然后就在天景客栈开了个房间。晚饭过后，我们点上烟斗，坐在走廊上抽烟。就在那个时候，我产生了创办慈善事业的念头。我想，每一个当过骗子的人迟早都会产生这种念头的。

“当一个人从公众身上诈骗了相当可观的钱财时，他就不免有些胆怯，总是琢磨是不是该吐出一部分。如果你仔细观察，注意他的善举，你就会发现，他们一般都是在设法把钱还给受过他坑害的人。就拿张三来举个例子吧。张三靠卖油给那些通宵达旦攻读政治经济学和研究托拉斯企业管理的穷学生聚敛了百万家财，所以他就把昧心钱捐给大学和专科学校。

“再说李四，他的财富是从那些靠卖劳力混饭吃的普通工人身上搜刮来的，他怎么把那笔昧心钱退还一部分呢？

“‘啊哈，’李四说，‘我还是借教育的名义来做这件事儿吧。我剥了劳动人民的皮，’他自言自语，‘但俗话说得好，一好遮百丑嘛。’

“于是他捐了八千万美元，建造了一座图书馆，那批带着饭盒来盖图书馆的工人便得到了些许好处。

“‘有了图书馆，图书到哪儿去弄呢？’读者们的问题接踵而至。

“‘我才不管呢！’李四说，‘我已经捐了图书馆给你们，图书馆不是盖好了吗？要照你们那么说，如果我捐赠的是钢铁托拉斯的优先股股票，难道你们还指望我把股票里的水分也盛在刻花玻璃瓶里一起端给你们吗？简直岂有此理！’

“不说别人的事儿了，我刚才说过，有了那么多钱，叫我也想玩玩慈善事业了。我和安迪有生以来头一次搞到那么一大堆钱，终于可以停下来想想这些钱究竟是怎么得来的。

“‘安迪，’我说，‘我们现在有钱了，虽说没有多到一般人做梦都想不到的地步，但是以咱们要求不高的标准来说，我们已经可以算是富得流油了。我觉得咱们也应该为人类做些什么。’

“‘真是英雄所见略同啊，杰夫，’安迪回答说，‘过去那么长时间，我们总用各种小伎俩坑蒙拐骗，从推销自燃的赛璐璐硬领，到在乔治亚州倾销霍克·史密斯竞选总统的纪念章。只要不让我在救世军里敲钹打镲，或者用贝蒂荣人身测定法来教圣经班，我倒愿意做些慈善事业，尝试一下。’

“‘我们做些什么呢？’安迪说，‘给穷人施粥舍饭，还是寄一两千块钱给乔治·科特柳
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“‘这都不行，’我说，‘做普通的慈善事业，我们的钱未免太多了，但要补偿咱们以往的欺骗罪行，这些钱又不够。所以，我们还是找些折中的办法。’

“第二天，我们在佛罗勒斯维镇上遛弯儿时，看见一座小山顶上有一栋红砖砌成的大房子，好像没人住。镇上的居民告诉我们，那是几年前一个矿主建造的住宅。等到新屋落成时，矿主发现只剩下两块八毛钱来做室内装修了，一时伤心，把那点钱买了威士忌，然后从屋顶纵身跃下。他的遗骸就安葬在他跳下去的地方。

“我和安迪一见到那座房子，就不约而同地有了办法。我们可以把房子修缮一番，安上电灯，买来些黑板擦，聘上几位教授，再在草坪上立一只铸铁狗，再立上赫拉克勒斯和约翰教父的塑像，就在那里，开办一所世界上最好的免费教育机构。

“我们同佛罗勒斯维镇上的一些知名人士商谈，他们对此事都极为赞成。居民们在消防队为我们举办了一个宴会，我们破天荒地以进步与文明事业的资助人身份出现在众人面前。安迪就埃及南部地区的灌溉问题作了一个半小时的演讲，宴会上的留声机和菠萝汁都沾上了我们道德的气味。

“安迪和我马上着手，开始操办我们这项慈善事业。镇上凡是能够分辨出哪个是锤子哪个是梯子的人，都被我们请来修整房屋，把它分隔成一间间教室和报告厅。我们打电报从旧金山订购了一车皮的课桌、足球、数学课本、笔架、字典、教授椅、石板、人体骨骼模型、海绵、二十七套四年级学生穿的防雨布学士服和学士帽等等，另外还开了一张没有列出物品名的订单，凡是一流大学所需要的零星杂物统统都要。我还自作主张，在订货单上添了‘校园’和‘课程设置’两项，但是不学无术的电报员肯定是搞错了，货物运到的时候，我们在其中找到了一听青豆罐头和一把马梳。
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“在周报刊出我和安迪的铜版照片时，我们又打电报给芝加哥的一家职业介绍所，要求他们立即装运六名教授，费用按当地价格算。一名教英国文学，一名教现代废弃语言学，一名教化学，一名教政治经济学——民主党党员优先，一名教逻辑学，还要一名需懂绘画、意大利语和音乐，并持有工会会员证的。由希望储蓄银行担保薪水的发放，薪额从八百块到八百块零五毛不等。

“好啦，我们终于万事俱备。学校大门上刻了如下字样：‘世界大学：彼得斯及塔克赞助并拥有’。日历上的九月一日被划去之后，来到学校的人便络绎不绝。第一批是从塔克森搭乘每周三班的快车来到的教职员工们，他们大多年纪轻轻，戴着眼镜，一头红发，带着一半为了前途、一半为了混饭吃的想法。安迪和我把他们安置在佛罗勒斯维镇上的居民家里，然后等学生们到来。

“学生们成群结队地来了。我们先前在各州的报纸上刊登了招生广告，现在，看到全国各地反应如此迅速，我们深感欣慰。响应免费教育号召的，一共有二百一十九个身强力壮的家伙，年纪最小的十八岁，最大的已经长满了络腮胡子。他们把佛罗勒斯维搞得乌烟瘴气，面目全非。简直分不清它到底是哈佛，还是三月开庭的戈德菲尔茨。

“他们挥舞着世界大学深蓝和浅蓝两色的校旗，在街上来来往往，倒确实把佛罗勒斯维变成了一个繁华热闹的地方。安迪在天景客栈的阳台上向他们发表了一番演说，全镇万人空巷，举镇欢庆。

“大约过了两星期，教授们便解除了那帮学生的武装，把他们赶进了课堂。我确信世界上再没有什么比做慈善事业更让人心情愉快的了。我和安迪都买了真丝高筒大礼帽，装模作样地躲着佛罗勒斯维公报的两个记者。那家报馆还派了专人，一看到我们上街就拍照，每星期在‘教育新闻’专栏刊登我们俩的照片。安迪每星期在大学里演讲两次，等他说完，我就站起来讲一个笑话。有一次，公报居然把我的照片登在亚伯拉罕·林肯和马歇尔·皮·怀尔德中间。

“安迪对慈善事业也抱有极大的兴趣，并不亚于我。为了使大学兴旺发达，我们常在半夜醒来，交换新的想法。

“‘安迪，’有一次我对他说，‘有一件事咱们忽略了，孩子们该有自己的宿舍。’

“‘宿舍是什么东西？’安迪问道。

“‘哦，当然是可以在里面睡觉的东西了，’我说，‘各个学校都有的。’

“‘哦，你说的是睡衣吧。’安迪说。

“‘不是睡衣，’我说，‘我说的是宿舍，宿舍就是宿舍。’但我始终没法让安迪明白，因此我们最终也没有订购。当然，我说的宿舍是各个学校都有的，学生们可以一排排地睡在里面的长卧室。

“不用说，先生，世界大学大获成功！我们的学生来自五个州和其他地区，佛罗勒斯维因此而迅速兴盛了起来。一家新的打靶游乐场、一家当铺和两家酒店随即开了张。孩子们编了一支校歌，歌词是这样的：
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嘿普呼啦！








“学生们都是好青年，我和安迪为有他们这样的学生而骄傲，他们就像是我们家里人似的。

“可是十月底的一天，安迪跑来问我知不知道我们银行里的存款还剩下多少。我估计应该还有一万六千左右。‘我们的余额，’安迪说，‘只有八百二十一元六角二分了。’

“‘什么！’我不禁大声惊呼，‘难道你是说，那些盗马贼的小崽子，那些无法无天、土头土脑、傻里傻气、长着狗脸兔耳的家伙，竟然让我们花掉了那么多钱？’

“‘一点不错。’安迪说。

“‘那么，让慈善事业见鬼去吧。’我说。

“‘那也不必，’安迪说，‘慈善事业只要经营得法，也是招摇撞骗的行道中最有前途的一种。我来筹划筹划，看看还能不能补救。’

“第二个星期，我在翻阅我们教职员工的薪金单时，忽然发现了一个新名字：詹姆斯·达恩利·麦科克尔教授，负责数学讲座，周薪一百元。我气得大声叫嚷，安迪赶忙跑了进来。

“‘这是怎么回事？’我说，‘年薪五千多块的数学教授？这是怎么搞的？他是从哪儿爬进来的，自己委任的吗？’

“‘一星期前，是我打电报去旧金山把他请来的。’安迪说，‘我们订购教授的时候，好像把数学讲座遗漏了。’

“‘幸好遗漏了，’我说，‘付他两星期薪水，我们的慈善事业就和斯基博高尔夫球场的第九个球洞没什么区别了。’

“‘别着急，’安迪说，‘先看看事情如何发展。我们从事的事业太高尚了，现在不能随便打退堂鼓。何况我对这种零售的慈善事业，越研究越觉得有希望。以前我怎么没想到做慈善事业的生意呢？现在想来，我所知道的慈善家个个都是腰缠万贯。我早就应该注意这点，把它研究明白，到底是怎么个因果关系。’

“我对安迪在理财投资上的足智多谋是信得过的，所以让他掌控大局。大学办得红红火火，我和安迪的大礼帽仍旧锃亮。佛罗勒斯维镇的居民接二连三地把荣誉加在我们身上，把我们这两个快要破产的慈善家，当做百万富翁看待。

“学生们给小镇带来了生机与活力。有一个陌生人来到镇上，在红墙马车出租处楼上开了一家法罗赌场，真称得起日进斗金啊。有一天晚上，我和安迪随便过去逛逛，出于社交礼貌，下了一两块钱的赌注。赌客中有五十来个我们的学生，他们围着桌子，一边喝着朗姆混合酒，一边用一摞一摞的红蓝筹码下注，等着庄家亮牌。

“‘真是岂有此理，安迪，’我说，‘这帮油头粉面、笨头笨脑的纨绔子弟到我们这里享受免费教育，可是他们的钱比你我任何时候所有的钱还要多。你看看他们从腰包里掏出来的一卷一卷的钞票吧！’

“‘我也看见了，’安迪说，‘这帮学生中有许多是有钱矿主和牧场主的子弟。眼看他们这样荒废机会，真叫人伤心。’

“圣诞节到了，学生们全都回家过节了。我们在大学里举行了一场告别会，安迪以‘爱琴群岛的现代音乐和史前文学’为题，作了一次演讲。每一位教授都举杯回敬我们，把我和安迪比做洛克菲勒和马库斯·奥托里格斯大帝。我拍着桌子，高声喊着要见麦科克尔教授，但是他似乎没有亲临盛会。我很想见见安迪认为在这个即将破产的慈善事业里还可以每周挣一百美元的人物。

“学生们都搭夜班火车离开了，镇子一片寂静，就像是函授学校夜半时分的校园一样。我回到客栈的时候，看到安迪的房间里还有灯光，就推门走了进去。

“安迪和那个法罗赌场的庄家坐在桌前，正在分配一摞两英尺高的一千元一捆的钞票。

“‘一点不错，’安迪说，‘每人三万一千元。进来吧，杰夫。’他说：‘这是我们合伙的慈善组织，世界大学，上学期的分红。现在你总该信服了吧，’安迪说，‘慈善事业要是当成生意来做，也是一门艺术，施予者和接受者都有福。’

“‘好极啦！’我喜出望外地说道，‘我承认，你这次干得很高明。’

“‘我们搭早班车走吧。你赶快收拾一下你的硬领、硬袖和剪报。’

“‘好的，’我又说，‘误不了。但是，安迪，在离开之前，我很想见见詹姆斯·达恩利·麦科克尔教授。我很好奇，想和这位教授认识认识。’

“‘这还不容易。’安迪说着，向那个法罗赌场的庄家转过身去。

“‘杰姆，这位是彼得斯先生，和他握握手吧。’他说。”
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  乔治·科特柳：时任美国财政部长。





(2)

  “校园”和“课程设置”英文是“Campus”和“Curriculum”，同“青豆罐头”（Can of peas）和“马梳”（Curry-comb）读音相近。





爱情信使



在这样的季节，这样的时刻，公园里只有稀稀落落的游客。至于这位端坐在公园小径边长椅上的年轻姑娘，很可能只是一时兴起，跑出来坐一会儿，抢先领略一下早春的景色。

她在椅子上安详地沉思，一动不动地静静坐着。脸上流露出的一丝忧郁神情想来还只是不久前才产生的，因为她面颊上那年轻而俊秀的轮廓并无变化，她那线条分明的双唇的曲线，也未曾有丝毫的减损。

一个身材高挑的小伙子沿着她座位旁边的小径，匆匆穿过公园，走了过来；后面紧随着一个小男孩，帮他提着手提箱。一看见那个姑娘，小伙子的脸立刻红一阵白一阵的。他一边走过来，一边仔细观察着姑娘的神色，脸上露出既焦虑又渴望的神情。他从离她只有几码远的地方走过去，但是没有任何迹象能够表明姑娘注意到了他的出现和存在。

他又往前走了大约四五十米，突然停下脚步，在一边的长凳坐下。那个小男孩放下手提箱，一双机灵的眼睛疑惑不解地盯着他。小伙子掏出手帕擦了擦额头。手帕很好看，额头也很好看，小伙子本人更是英俊。他对男孩说：“我想请你给坐在那条长凳上的姑娘送个信儿，告诉她我这是在去火车站的途中，我要去旧金山参加阿拉斯加驼鹿猎捕队。告诉她，既然她吩咐过我，不准和她说话，也不准给她写信，我只好用这种方法最后一次请求她：请她看在我们过去那么深厚的情谊上，别再这样感情用事。告诉她，谴责、抛弃一个本不该被这样对待的人，既不说明理由，又不容人家分辩，这有悖于她的本性，我相信她绝不是那样的人。告诉她，我这样做也许在某种程度上没有遵从她的禁令，但这只是希望她能理智抉择，用正确的方法解决问题。去吧，把我说的告诉她。”

小伙子说着，把一枚五角的硬币塞在小男孩的手里。那小家伙脏兮兮的聪明脸庞上长着一双明亮而又狡黠的眼睛，他看了小伙子一会儿，然后撒开腿跑去了。他走近坐在椅子上的姑娘，尽管神情还有点疑惑，但并没有显得局促不安。他用手碰了碰压在脑勺上的那顶骑自行车时才戴的旧方格呢帽的帽檐。姑娘静静地瞧着他，既不反感，也不热情。

“小姐，”他说，“那边椅子上的先生打发我来给您唱一段，舞一段。要是您不认识那个家伙，那他就是在故意调戏您，您只要说一句话，用不了三分钟我就能把警察叫来。要是您确实认识那位先生，那他一定是个老实人，那我就把他要我来对您讲的那些废话详细地告诉您吧。”

姑娘听他这么一说，倒是流露出了一点点兴趣。

“唱歌跳舞！”她说话时声音甜美，不紧不慢，像是用一层半透明的丝绢把隐隐约约的嘲讽包裹了起来似的。“这倒是个新鲜主意——我看还是来段抒情的吧。我——以前认识那个打发你上这儿来的先生，所以我看就没有必要惊动警察了。你可以手舞足蹈了，不过声音别太大，现在玩杂耍演出还为时尚早，弄不好会招引人家注意的。”

“噢！”小家伙说话时，浑身都随之耸动起来，“您明白我的意思，小姐。我不是要表演什么节目，而是要向您唠叨一些空话。那位先生吩咐我告诉您，他已经把所有的衣服都装进了手提箱，准备一溜烟儿跑到旧金山去。然后他要出发到克朗代克达打雪鸥。他说您吩咐过，不让他再送粉红色的书信，也不许他在您家的花园门口转悠，所以他才想出这招儿来，想向您解释清楚。他说您把他像一个‘曾经好过’的旧情人一样一脚踢开，又不肯给他一个分辩的机会。他说您给了他巨大的打击，又没有说出个所以然来。”

此刻，年轻姑娘的双眸中复苏起来的兴趣丝毫未见消退，也许是这位打雪鸥的先生的创造精神打动了她，或者是他表现出来的勇气感动了她。就这样，姑娘破除了原先定下的禁止用任何普通方式进行接触的禁令。她盯着那座郁郁寡欢地站在杂乱的公园里的塑像，对传话的使者说道：

“回去告诉那位先生，我用不着再三地重复表述我的理想，这些他过去知道，现在也很清楚。就这件事而言，我们的最高理想是绝对的忠贞和真诚坦白。请你告诉他，我像一个常人那样了解自己的内心，我知道自己内心有软弱的一面，但我也知道自己需要什么。这就是为什么我不听他的辩解，什么样的辩解我都不听。我不会凭道听途说的消息或是在证据不足的情况下指责他，所以我不想太为难他。不过，既然他对事情的缘由已经心知肚明，却还要明知故问，那么你不妨转告他。

“告诉那位先生，那天晚上我从后面进了温室，想为我母亲折一枝玫瑰花。告诉他，我亲眼看见他和阿什伯顿小姐在粉红色的夹竹桃下面。那场面真是精彩，相互依偎的造型够动人够显眼的了，不需要再做任何解释。我离开了温室，同时也离开了我的玫瑰和我的理想。现在你可以把这段歌舞带回给你的歌舞编导了。”

“实在不好意思，小姐，有个词，依……偎——您能把这个词给我解释一下吗？”

“依偎——或者你也可以用‘亲热’，或者说靠得很近，就是一个人与另一个人挨得特别近的理想的姿势，随便你怎么说。”

小家伙又一溜烟儿地跑了，脚下的沙砾飞溅开来，一转眼他就站在另一张椅子旁边了。小伙子急切地投来询问的目光。小男孩作为一名翻译，眼睛里的热情却是冷静客观的。

“那位小姐说，她懂得，当一个家伙胡编乱扯一通，想方设法补漏洞的时候，姑娘们最容易上当，所以，那些甜言蜜语，她根本不愿去听。她亲眼看见你在那个温室里搂着另一个妞儿。她是从侧门进去，想要摘玫瑰花的，却看见你紧紧地搂着另一个姑娘亲热。她说那个场景看着非常可爱，呵呵，不过让她恶心。她说你趁早去赶你的火车吧。”

小伙子轻声吹了个口哨，眼睛一亮，忽然有了主意。他迅速把手塞进了外衣的口袋里，掏出一沓信来，从中挑出了一封递给那个小男孩，随后又从衬衣口袋里掏出一枚银币。

“把这封信给那位小姐送过去，”他说，“请她看一看。请你告诉她，这封信能把当时的情况说清楚。你要告诉她，哪怕她对自己理想中的信念还心存一丝信任，也许就能避免心痛的折磨。告诉她，她视为珍宝的忠贞之情我从没有一丝动摇；告诉她，我在等着她的回答。”

信童又站在姑娘面前。

“那位先生说了，你那些凭空的想法让他受了很多委屈。他说他不是虚情假意的人。好了，小姐，您看看这封信。我敢说他是个清白无辜的好男人，绝对没错。”

年轻姑娘有些将信将疑地打开信，读了起来。






亲爱的阿诺尔特先生：




我对您上星期五晚上对我女儿非常及时和非常仁慈的救护深表谢意。她在参加沃尔德伦太太的宴会时，心脏病发作，晕倒在温室中；在她即将摔倒之时，要不是您在她身边扶住她并给予恰当的照护，恐怕我们现在已经失去她了。如您能光临寒舍，并亲自为她诊治疾病，本人将万分荣幸。
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姑娘将信叠好，交给了那个男孩。

“那位先生等着您的答复，”小信使说，“我该怎么回您的话？”

姑娘的眼睛向他瞥了一下，晶莹明亮的双眸里闪动着泪光，但却满是笑意。

“请你去告诉坐在长凳上的那个人，”她的声音高兴得微微颤抖，“说他的姑娘要他过来。”




苹果的诱惑



车夫比尔达·罗斯在走出乐园城二十英里的地方勒住了马车，这里离日出城还有十五英里。纷纷扬扬的大雪整整下了一天，地面上的积雪都有八英寸厚了。剩下的十五英里都是险峻崎岖的山路，就算在白天行车都难保不出危险。比尔达·罗斯说现在肆虐的大雪和苍茫的夜色会使得行车更加危险，根本不可能再往前走了。于是，他勒住了四匹健壮的马，并把这个聪明的推论告诉给了自己的五位乘客。

梅尼菲，这个总把自己当领导和核心人物的法官立刻跳下了马车。在他的带动下，另外有三名乘客也纷纷跳下马车，随时准备跟在他们的带头人后面，或抱怨，或屈服，或探险，或继续赶路。第五名乘客是位年轻的女性，她依旧待在马车里，没有出来。

比尔达把马车停在第一道山脊的山肩上。两道参差不齐的黑色木栅栏立在路的两边。离那道比较高的栅栏五十码远处，有一幢小房子，在白茫茫的积雪中看起来像是一块黑色的污渍。积雪和紧张使得法官梅尼菲和他的旅伴们像孩子一样，欢呼叫嚷着向那座房子走下去——更确切地说，他们是向那座房子走上去。他们一边向屋子里叫喊，一边敲打着门窗。毫无应答的冷漠加剧了他们的不耐烦，于是他们便向易攻击的屏障发动了进攻，硬闯了进去。

留在马车上的人听到了从那座被强行闯入的房子里发出的磕绊声和叫喊声。可以看见，不久之后房子里就出现了跳动的火光，这火越来越旺，烧得明亮欢快。接着，这些探险家们冒着大雪，兴高采烈地从小屋里跑了回来。法官梅尼菲用他那比号角还要响亮的声音向大家宣告他们可以摆脱困境了，那音量几乎可以和管弦乐队的音量相比。他告诉大家，那是一个没人住的屋子，也没什么家具；但是屋子里却有个大壁炉，并且他们还在后面的柴房里找到许多劈好的木柴。这样一来，在如此寒冷的夜晚，他们的住宿和取暖就有了保障。让比尔达欣慰的一个消息是，屋子附近还有一个马厩，虽然年久失修，但还是可以将就着用，而且阁楼上还有干草。

“先生们，”把大衣和毯子裹得严严实实的比尔达坐在车夫座位上嚷道，“从栅栏上扯下两块板子，好让我把马车赶进去。那是雷德鲁斯老头的小房子，我本来还想着我们准在他房子周围呢。在八月份的时候，雷德鲁斯被送到了疯人院。”

四个乘客欢呼着向积雪覆盖的栅栏跑去。马匹在车夫的吆喝声下把车子拖上了斜坡，一下子就到了那座主人在仲夏时发了疯的建筑物的门口。两个乘客和车夫一起开始卸马。法官梅尼菲则打开马车门，脱掉帽子，对车上的小姐说：“加兰小姐，我不得不告诉您，我们被迫暂停我们的旅行。车夫声称，晚上赶夜路的风险实在是太大了，不容忽视。因此，这样的处境要求我们不得不在这座房子里住一晚。除了暂时的不便外，希望你不要有什么顾虑。我亲自检查了那座房屋，发现它至少还可以抵挡天气的严寒。我们会尽可能地让你觉得舒适。现在请允许我扶你下车。”

这时，从法官的旁边下来了一个乘客。他叫邓武迪，在小巨人风车公司里工作。这些信息并不重要，因为在乐园城到日出城这一段短短的路程中，乘客们不需要十分清楚彼此的姓名，即使完全不知道也无所谓。然而，对于试图同麦迪逊勒·梅尼菲法官对抗的人来说，理应让人记得他的名字，好让他的名字挂上名誉的花环。因此，这个靠手艺吃饭的人轻快地高声说：“麦克法兰太太，看样子你不得不下车了。虽然这座小房子跟帕尔默大酒店简直不能比，但是现在却可以避风雪；等你离开的时候也没有人会搜查你的手提箱，看你有没有把他们的匙子带走当做纪念品。我们已经生了火，不光能不让你的脚受潮，还会把耗子赶跑。不管怎样，我们会把你安排得舒舒服服的，绝无问题。”

还有两个乘客正在跟马匹、缰绳、积雪，还有比尔达·罗斯尖刻的命令作斗争。其中一个人从他的志愿劳动中抽出身来，高声嚷道：“喂！你们谁把所罗门小姐送到屋里去，成不？嗨，喂！该死的畜牲！”

不得不再啰唆几句：从乐园城到日出城这短短的旅程中，弄清楚别人的姓名完全是多余的。当梅尼菲法官向那位女乘客做自我介绍时——当然他的年龄和声望允许他这样做，作为回应，女乘客甜甜地轻声报了一个姓。于是听到这些的男乘客们便根据自己听到的不同的发音，产生了各自不同的读法。而当时，人人都相互嫉妒，彼此竞争，所以最终的结果就是人人都固执己见，各不相让，互不承认。而对于女乘客来说，如果重新声明或更正，那么就算不让人觉得她过分热情想与人深交，也会显得斤斤计较。因此，当人家称呼她加兰、麦克法兰，或者所罗门时，她并没有表示不满，而是欣然接受了这些称谓。从乐园城到日落城总共不过三十五英里，在这么短的旅程中，“旅伴”这个称呼也就可以了。

不一会儿，这几个人就兴高采烈地在熊熊燃烧的炉火旁边围坐成了半个圆圈。长袍、垫子以及马车上能搬动的东西都被拿进来派上了用场。女乘客选择了壁炉旁边的位置，成为半圆形队伍的一端。她优雅地坐在垫子上，那垫子像是她的臣民们为她准备的王座；背靠着一个蒙着长袍的空木箱和空木桶，它们可以挡住门窗缝里钻进来的寒风。她伸展着穿着鞋袜的双脚，将它们靠近温暖的炉火。手套已经脱去，但她仍旧将脖子裹在长长的毛皮围脖里。跳跃的炉火照亮了她那半掩在围脖里的脸——那是一张年轻的、散发着女性魅力的脸蛋，眉宇清秀，安静恬适，神情中流露出一种对自己无懈可击的美貌的自信。炉火旁的各位男士用他们的骑士精神和男子汉的魅力抢着讨她的欢心，让她安逸。她仿佛也接受了他们奉献的殷勤——而这感觉表现得恰到好处，就像是百合花摄取注定会使它清新的露珠一样自然；而不是像一个受到追求和呵护的女人那样骄纵，不像一个受到众多异性吹捧的女人那样高傲，也不像面对干草的牛那样地冷漠和无动于衷。

外面狂风咆哮，怒舞的雪屑通过缝隙嗖嗖地直往屋里钻，寒气直逼这六个落难者的后背；但即便如此，那晚的风雪天还是得到了一些人的好评。梅尼菲法官是暴风雪的律师，天气是他的委托代理人。他努力地为他的代理人进行辩护，目的是想通过一场专门的辩论来告诉那些待在寒冷的陪审席上的伙伴们，这是怎样一个花香迷人、春风和煦的小屋子。他讲了许多好笑好玩的奇闻轶事，尽管都是些难登大雅之堂的俏皮故事，可是在这里很受欢迎。这种欢乐的情绪感染着每一个人，让人不可抗拒。大伙赶紧各尽所能，来渲染这种欢乐的气氛。甚至连那位女乘客也抑制不住地用她那清脆而徐缓的声调表示：“我觉得大家讲的都好有趣啊。”

每隔一段时间，就会有一个乘客站起来，风趣地打量着这间屋子。雷德鲁斯老人居住过的痕迹基本上是看不到了。大伙嚷嚷着要比尔达·罗斯讲讲这个曾经隐居在这儿的老头的故事。现在，马匹安置妥当了，乘客们似乎也都比较舒心了，于是这个马车夫又恢复了他和蔼可亲的面貌了。

“那个老家伙，”他稍稍有点不敬地说道，“他在这里住了二十多年，他从来不允许任何人接近他；每当有人经过他的小房子的时候，他就会把脑袋缩回去，然后砰的一下关上房门。他的阁楼上一直有辆纺车，他过去常常到小泥口的山姆·蒂利的店里买一些食品、杂货和烟草。八月份的时候，他披着一床红被子跑到那儿告诉山姆，说他是所罗门国王，他的示巴女王要来看他了。他带来了他所有的钱——那是满满的一小袋子银币，把它们扔进了山姆家的水井里。他跟老山姆说，如果他的女王知道他有钱，就不会来看他了。

“大家一听说他那种女人和金钱的理论就明白他疯了，因此人们就把他送到精神病院去了。”

“他有什么罗曼史导致他过上这种隐居的生活吗？”一个做经销商的年轻乘客插嘴问道。

“没有，”比尔达说，“我从来没听说过还有这种事。只不过是生活中的一些小挫折导致的。人们说他年轻时曾经和一位年轻姑娘之间发生过一段纠缠不清的爱情故事，很是不幸啊。在他披红被子、扔钱等等这些事发生之前，我可从来也没听说过他有什么罗曼史。”

“啊！”梅尼菲法官大声感叹地说，“毫无疑问，这是一个关于单相思的故事。”

“不，先生，”比尔达接口说，“根本不是这样，她压根儿就没跟我们的雷德鲁斯结婚。乐园城的马默杜克·马林根有次遇见了雷德鲁斯老头的一个老乡，这位老乡说雷德鲁斯是一个不错的小伙子，但是他没有钱，是个穷小子。敲他的口袋时，你听到的叮叮当当的声音并不是钱的声音，而是纽扣和钥匙串发出来的。他和一个大概是叫艾里斯的小姐订了婚；我不记得她的名字了，也许是艾丽斯。他还说，这个女孩是那种在车上偶遇就想抢着替她买票的女孩。可是，他们小镇突然来了一个家里很有钱的小伙子，他拥有四轮马车、矿山股票和休闲的时间。尽管已经订婚了，可艾丽斯似乎跟那个家伙打得火热。他们互相串门，还在邮局巧遇，发生了许多诸如此类的往往会促使姑娘们退还订婚戒指和别的礼物的事儿——正如一个诗人所说，这造成了‘赃物上的小裂缝’。

“一天，人们看见雷德鲁斯同艾丽斯小姐站在门口谈话。不久后，他举了举自己的帽子，礼貌地走开了。据这位老乡讲，这是人们最后一次在这个小镇里见到他。”

“这个年轻女孩怎么样了？”年轻的代理商小伙子又问。

“再也没听说过了。”比尔达回答说，“我听到的故事就到这里了。这就像一匹瘸了腿的老马，任你怎么鞭打，它也没有办法往前走了。”

“多么悲惨的……”梅尼菲法官正要评论，但他的话却被一个更有权威的评论给打断了。

“好有趣的故事啊！”女乘客像笛子一样动听的声音响起。屋子里突然安静了下来，过了好一会儿，只听得到外面的风声和柴火燃烧的“噼里啪啦”的声响。男人们都坐在只垫了一些零碎的木板和外套的地上，这些东西可以让这冰冷坚硬的地板坐上去稍稍舒服一点。在小巨人风车公司干活的乘客站了起来，为了舒缓一下因长时间蹲坐而酸痛麻木的肌肉，他在屋里走动起来。

突然间，从他那里传来一声得意的欢呼。只见他从一个昏暗的角落里跑过来，手里高举着什么东西。原来那是一个苹果——一个又红又大、带着斑点的优质苹果，让人看了就喜欢。它是在角落里的一个高架子上的纸袋里被发现的。它那新鲜的样子表明那不大可能是雷德鲁斯留下的苹果；如果是的话，从八月到现在，肯定早就烂掉了，不可能还这么光鲜亮丽。肯定是哪个借住在这里的人在这里吃东西的时候落下的。

邓武迪——他的发现给了他再次让人瞩目的机会，在饥寒交迫的伙伴们面前炫耀着那只漂亮的苹果。“麦克法兰太太，看看我找到了什么！”他冲人群自豪地叫嚷着。他把苹果高举在火光前，使得它看起来显得更加红润。女乘客恬静地笑了——她总是那么波澜不惊。

“好可爱的苹果啊！”她说，声音轻柔而明亮。

片刻工夫，梅尼菲法官觉得自己被打垮了，地位受到了威胁，颜面尽失，这再次刺痛了他。为什么命运之神偏偏眷顾了这个粗俗、鲁莽，且没有一处亮点的做风车生意的家伙，而不把发现这个美丽苹果的机会送给自己呢？要不然，他将会让这个美妙的发现成为妙趣横生的即兴表演，或者情景喜剧中的一个片段、一场盛宴抑或一个背景——从而永远保持众目所瞩的地位。实际上，那位女乘客正看着这个可笑的邓博迪或者武邦迪，脸上带着赞许的微笑，好像这家伙刚刚做过什么很伟大的事情一样！这个做风车生意的人此刻被尘世吹向太空的风刮得胀鼓鼓的，像他自己的风车一样转个不停。

正当欣喜若狂的邓武迪先生拿着那只宝贝的苹果，沉浸在伙伴们的关注中时，足智多谋的法学家已经想出了一个恢复其地位的计策。

梅尼菲法官走上前去，从邓武迪手里拿过那只苹果，像是要审判它似的，肥胖然而典雅的脸上堆着最绅士的笑容。苹果在他的手里成了物证A。

“多好的苹果啊。”他赞许地说，“我亲爱的邓温迪先生，作为同是搜寻食物的人来说，你的功绩让我们都黯然失色了。不过我有一个想法。这只苹果将成为一枚徽章、一件礼品或是一个奖章，用以授予一个心灵和智慧都出众的人。”

这些听众当中，除了一个人之外，都拍手叫好。“嘴上说得容易，可不是吗？”一个乘客说。其实说话的这个人就是那个年轻的代理商。

这个做风车生意的人坐在那里没有表态。他发现自己从众人瞩目的位置被拉了下来。他做梦也没想到他的苹果竟将作为一枚徽章而被充了公。他原打算把苹果分开吃掉，然后把苹果籽贴在前额上，每一颗代表他所认识的一位年轻小姐；他还打算把其中一颗代表麦克法兰太太，以此作为余兴节目，哪一颗苹果籽先掉下来就表示……但是现在已经太晚了。

“苹果，”梅尼菲法官继续对他的陪审团说，“尽管在当今，它受到了人们不公正的待遇，地位也不高；事实上是，它跟商业和烹饪业的联系如此频繁，以至于很难进入高档水果之列。在古代，它的境遇可就大为不同了。圣经、史籍和神话中都有大量的事实可以证明，苹果是水果中的贵族。当我们想形容某件东西无比珍贵时，我们仍用‘眼睛的苹果’来比喻。在成语里，我们还可以发现‘银苹果’这个比喻。没有任何植物的果实在比喻用法中有它这么广泛。谁没有听说过和向往过‘赫斯珀里得斯的金苹果’
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 ？我想不用我说，诸位也都知道苹果的悠久灿烂的历史中最重要且最有意义的例子。我们的祖先吃了苹果，才从善良完美的境界堕落到人间。”

做风车生意的人还是跳不出具体事物的圈子，他说：“像这样的苹果，在芝加哥市场上卖三块五毛钱一桶。”

“现在我要建议的是，”梅尼菲法官对打断他的话的人宽容地笑笑，接着往下说，“今晚我们不得不守在这里过夜，我们有了足以取暖的柴火。下一步，为了打发这漫漫长夜，我们需要尽可能找些好玩的东西，让时间过得快一点。我提议把这只苹果先放在加兰小姐那里。但是它不再是一个水果了，而是像我刚才所说的，是一个奖品、一种奖励，代表一种人类伟大的思想。加兰小姐也不再属于她个人——当然，请允许我补充一句，这仅仅是暂时的，”他用那种完全温文尔雅的古典气派，深深地鞠了一躬，接着说，“她将代表整个女性，是整个女性的象征和化身——也许还可以说，是上帝创造的杰作，是善良和勇敢的化身。她将以这样的身份来对下面的比赛加以判断并做出决定。

“几分钟之前，很高兴我们的罗斯先生给大家讲了关于小屋主人的浪漫史，故事很有趣，但是却不完整。对于我来说，罗斯先生告诉我们的那部分给我们展开了一个美妙的境界；我们可以根据这个引子自由地去推测、猜想和研究人们的心理，充分发挥我们的想象——简而言之，就是讲故事。让我们利用这个机会，每个人从罗斯先生中断了的故事那里延续下去——也就是隐士雷德鲁斯和他情人分手后发生的事，按照自己的想法给这个故事一个完整的结局。但所有的结局必须建立在这样的基础和背景之上——即不能认为雷德鲁斯成为一个精神错乱、愤世嫉俗的隐士是那位年轻小姐的错，大家不可以怪罪她。我们都讲完之后，再请我们的女性代表加兰小姐根据女人的心理和原则，以女性的视角来对故事进行评判，以决定哪个故事最好，最真实地描述了人类爱情的实质，最准确地判断了雷德鲁斯未婚妻的性格和行为。苹果将发给加兰小姐认为故事讲得最好的那个人。如果大家没意见，那么从邓温迪先生这里开始吧，大家欢迎。”

最后一句话将了那个做风车生意的人一军。不过他可不是什么善主儿，这打击不了他。

“法官先生，这可是一个一流的计划啊。”他兴致勃勃地说，“这可是一个有模有样的故事会，是吧？我曾经是斯普林菲尔德一家报纸的通讯记者，新闻不够的时候，我就编造一些。我想，这是我大显身手的时候啦。”

“这真是个不错的想法，我想，”女乘客清脆的声音传来，“简直就和做游戏一样。”

梅尼菲法官走到姑娘面前，把苹果放到她手里，动作极为做作和殷勤。他响亮的声音响起来：“古时候，帕里斯曾把金苹果送给了最美丽的人。”

“我可从来没有听说过这回事啊。”做风车生意的人现在又很高兴了，插嘴说，“我参加过巴黎的博览会，不总是待在机械展馆里，还经常光临博览会的娱乐场所，没听说过啊。”

“现在，”法官没有理会，继续说了下去，“这个苹果将把女性心理的秘密和女性的聪慧告诉给我们。给，加兰小姐，把苹果拿着。听听我们讲的真挚的爱情故事，然后根据你的想法，把这个苹果奖给那个你认为受之无愧的人。”

女乘客甜甜地笑了笑。苹果就放在她裹着外套和毯子的膝盖上。她慵懒地靠在为她挡风的堡垒上，舒适而又惬意。要不是这嘈杂的人声和风声，也许就可以听到她均匀而舒畅的鼾声呢。有人往壁炉里添了些柴火，梅尼菲法官温文尔雅地向做风车生意的人点点头，问：“请问你可以开始了吗？”

“好！我觉得故事的结局大概是这样的。”做风车生意的人像土耳其人那样盘腿坐在地上，帽子戴在了后脑勺上挡风。他一点儿也不怯场，落落大方地将自己编造的故事娓娓道来，“自然是雷德鲁斯被那个小子惹急了，那小子那么有钱，还想抢他心爱的女孩。呃，遇到这种事，他当然要跑去找那个女孩，要问清楚，跟那个小子相比，他是不是依旧有竞争力。呃，我们知道吧，不管是谁，当他们喜欢一个女孩时，都绝不会希望有个拥有马车和金矿股票的公子哥儿横插一杠子。呃，所以呢，他跑去找那个姑娘的时候，可能火气比较大，以为自己就是她的丈夫，说话语气很重。呃，然而他忘了他只是她的未婚夫，他们只是有婚约而已。呃，他不友好的问话让艾丽斯觉得很不爽，火气自然也上来了，所以就赌气回敬了几句。呃，就这样，他——”

“喂！我说，如果你能在每一个你说的‘呃’上边加一架风车的话，你就可以退休了，不是吗？”一个无足轻重的乘客插嘴戏谑他。

讲故事的人咧开嘴，憨厚地笑了笑。“呵呵，反正我本来就不是什么莫泊桑。”他爽朗地说，“我讲的是地道的美国话。嗯，那个姑娘是这样回答的：‘那位先生跟我只不过是普通的朋友关系，但他却带我坐马车兜风，请我看戏剧；可是，你作为我的未婚夫却从来没有带我玩过这些。你想让我永远都不要做这些开心的事吗？非要让我在可以享受这些消遣的时候而愚蠢地拒绝吗？’雷德鲁斯听到这些，开始心烦意乱了，不耐烦地说：‘讲这些有什么用；就说重点，如果你不跟那家伙一刀两断，那就别想再进我家的门！’

“我想，那种伤感情的气话跟这样一个女孩子讲是不合适的。这样有点过了。我敢打赌，女孩一直爱着她心爱的未婚夫。也许她只不过是想像其她女孩子一样，在还未嫁做人妇，安心帮老公补袜子、做个好妻子之前，抓住青春的尾巴，像个小姑娘那样享受一些甜蜜而有趣的娱乐消遣。但是雷德鲁斯觉得很没有面子，于是就发生了上面的事。呶，她刚好也很生气，就把戒指退还给了他。分手后，乔治就开始酗酒。事情准是这样的。我敢打赌，那姑娘在他走后两天，就和那个有钱的公子哥儿断绝了来往。乔治带上干粮和行囊，搭上一辆货车，不知到什么地方去了。此后他一直酗酒，几年后，被酒精麻醉的大脑给他做了决定；‘我要隐居去啦，’他说，‘我要留着长胡子，带着一个没有钱的钱罐子埋在那里。’

“至于艾丽斯呢，我想，她的处境也不怎么好。她也没有结婚，到老了，脸上都有皱纹的时候做了一名打字员，还养了一只猫，只要有人对它‘喵——喵’地叫，它就会跑过去。我对好女人有足够的信心，相信她们从来都不会为了钱而抛弃自己心爱的人。”做风车生意的人故事就讲到这里了。

“我认为，”女乘客在她那简陋的宝座上稍稍挪了一下，说道，“这个故事很可——”

“加兰小姐！”梅尼菲法官举起手，打断了她的话，“我请求你现在还不要评论，不然会对其他的选手不公平。那么，下一个——噢——先生，轮到你了。”法官对那个年轻的代理商说。

“我认为这个爱情故事是这样的。”年轻的代理商紧张而又羞怯地搓着手说，“他们分手的时候并没有吵架。雷德鲁斯先生是向她道别的，为了挣更多的钱，他要出去闯荡了。他相信他心爱的人是忠于他的。他根本不屑于去想他的情敌能够打动他心爱的女人那颗善良而纯洁的心。在我讲的故事里，雷德鲁斯先生到怀俄明的落基山脉淘金子去了。有一天，在他干活的时候，有群海盗去了那里，把他给抓起来了，于是——”

“咳！你说什么？一群海盗在落基山脉上岸登陆？！那你能告诉我他们是怎么到的那儿吗？”那个无足轻重的乘客突然尖声喊起来。

“坐火车去的。”讲故事的人不慌不忙地回答道，似乎早有准备。

“他们把他关在一个山洞里，几个月后又把他扔到了几百英里远的阿拉斯加森林里。在那里，有一个美丽的印第安姑娘爱上了他，但他仍旧忠于艾丽斯。过了一年的森林流浪生活以后，他带着钻石准备离开那里——”

“什么钻石啊？”那个无足轻重的乘客带着近乎尖酸刻薄的语气又问道。

“秘鲁神庙的马具商人展示给他的钻石。”年轻的代理商含糊其辞地回答道，“他回到家乡的时候，艾丽斯的母亲抹着眼泪把他带到绿柳树下的一个坟头处，说：‘你离开后，她的心就碎了。’雷德鲁斯先生悲伤地跪在艾丽斯的坟墓前，问：‘那我的情敌——切斯特·麦金托什——怎么样了？’她母亲回答他说：‘当他知道艾丽斯的心里只有你的时候，他就开始一天天地消瘦下去；直到有一天，他在大拉皮兹开了一家木器店才好了一点。不久前，我们听说他为了避开文明发达的社会，到了印第安纳州，没成想在南本德附近被一头发怒的糜鹿咬死了。’打那以后，正如我们所知道的，雷德鲁斯先生就脱离了人类社会，开始了隐居生活。”

然后，年轻的代理商对自己讲的故事做了一个总结，他说：“在我的故事里，可能缺乏艺术色彩，但我只是为了表明那位女士对爱情的忠贞。在她看来，和真爱相比，钱财根本就不值得一提。我是如此地景仰和信任女性，以至于除了这样的结局，我再也想不到其他的了。”说完这些，他朝女乘客坐的位置看了一眼。

接下来，车夫比尔达·罗斯受梅尼菲法官邀请，参与到苹果争夺大赛中，向大家讲了他编的故事。他讲的故事比较简短。

“我可不是那种把不幸都归罪于女人的大坏蛋。”他说，“法官先生，关于这个故事，我所要表达的是这样的：造成到这种境地的原因就是单纯的懒惰。当这个泊西瓦尔·德莱西想赶他出局，并蒙住艾丽斯的眼睛，让她沉浸在他的花言巧语之中的时候，雷德鲁斯就应该狠狠地揍这个小子一顿，那样的话就万事大吉了。想得到一个女人哪儿这么容易啊，你得为此花点儿力气才行。

“雷德鲁斯绅士地抬了抬他的斯特森呢帽，对艾丽斯说：‘如果再需要我的时候，就来找我。’然后就径直走开了。他以为这维持了大男人的尊严，其实呢，这还是懒惰。没有女人愿意主动去追男人，她们都是想‘让他自己回来吧’。我断言她肯定离开了那个有钱人，然后每天坐在窗前，等待那个留着会让人痒痒的小胡子的穷小子。

“我估计雷德鲁斯等了九年，期待着她会派人给他送个信，请求他原谅她。但是他的这个期待始终没有实现。‘看样子她已经放弃了，’雷德鲁斯心想，‘那我也放弃好了。’于是他就开始蓄胡子，过上了隐居的生活。是的，懒惰和胡子就是祸根，它们如影相随。你有见过留长胡子和长头发的幸运男人吗？没有。看看马尔巴勒公爵和那些经营美孚石油公司的讨厌鬼们吧，看他们有没有留着长头发，蓄着长胡子？

“我敢打赌，这个艾丽斯再也没有结婚。如果雷德鲁斯娶了别人，那她也许会嫁人的。但是雷德鲁斯却再也没有出现过。艾丽斯就一直珍藏着他们爱情的信物，也许只是心上人的一缕头发，也许是他弄坏的胸衣上的一个钢圈。对某些女人来说，这种东西就像丈夫一样。她孤单地为他守了一辈子。这个雷德鲁斯老头不理发、不换洗衬衫这样的事，不能怪到任何一个女人头上。”

马车夫的故事讲完了，下面轮到了那个无足轻重的乘客。我们只知道他是从乐园城到日出城的旅客，姓甚名谁我们不清楚。

如果火光不太暗淡，借着他回应法官的这点儿时间，大家倒是可以看一下他长什么样儿。深褐色的衣服包裹着瘦小的身材，他双臂抱着脚，下巴趴在膝盖上。他麻絮色的头发很光滑，鼻子长长的，嘴巴跟萨蒂尔一样，上翘的嘴角显然被烟叶污染过，眼睛跟鱼儿的一样。他的红领带被一根马蹄形别针扣着。他先“咯咯”地干笑了一阵子，才慢慢打开话匣子：“截至目前，大家都错了。大家想想，浪漫的爱情故事怎么可以没有美丽的花儿来衬托呢？！哈哈，现在想起来了吧。我看好那个打着蝴蝶结、口袋里揣着支票的小伙子。

“从他们在门口分手的场景开始，是吧？那好吧。雷德鲁斯粗鲁地对艾丽斯说：‘你从来就没爱过我，不然你就不会理那个为你买冰激凌的家伙了。’‘我讨厌他，’艾丽斯回答说，‘我讨厌他简陋的马车，不喜欢他送给我的那些放在金色盒子里、还用花边丝带包扎的高级奶糖；当他送给我一只用蓝宝石和珍珠镶边，并有心形浮雕的小盒子时，我都想杀了他。他滚一边去吧，我爱的人只有你。’‘哼，别装了！’雷德鲁斯回敬道，‘你以为我这么好骗吗？还是乖乖收起来吧，我可没那么傻。去吧，随你怎么讨厌他吧，不关我的事；我要去B大街找尼克森家的姑娘，嚼着口香糖，骑电车玩去了。’

“当天晚上，约翰·伍·克里塞斯来了。他整理着珍珠领带别针，问：‘怎么了？哭了吗？’‘你把我心爱的人赶走了，’小艾丽斯哭着冲他嚷嚷，‘我讨厌见到你，哼！’‘那就嫁给我好了。’约翰·伍点燃一支亨利·克莱牌的雪茄说。‘什么？跟你结婚？休想！’艾丽斯气呼呼地回绝了，‘除非我气消了，你让我去逛街购物，而刚好门旁边有电话，你就打电话给办事员，让他给你办结婚证。’”

故事到这里停了下来，讲故事的吃吃地笑了，一脸的嘲讽。

“他们会结婚吗？那还用问，哪有到嘴的肥肉不吃的道理？！”他自问自答地继续讲着，“这里我还要说说雷德鲁斯老爷子。按照我的看法啊，你们又错了。是什么导致他要隐居的呢？有人说是懒惰，有人说是伤心，还有人说是酗酒。可我不这么觉得，我认为就是女人惹的祸。这个老头现在有多大年纪啦？”他转向比尔达·罗斯问道。

“我想大概有六十五岁左右吧。”

“那好吧。他在这里隐居了二十年。假定他们分手时他二十五岁，那么应该还有二十年是我们现在所不知道的。这不为我们所知的二十年他又干了什么呢？我想是这样的：他犯了重婚罪，因而在监狱里度过了二十年。我想他在圣乔有个金发碧眼的胖女人，在煎锅山有个黑发的瘦女人，在考谷还有个镶金牙的姑娘。结果她们把他告上了法庭，并且和他一刀两断。他坐了牢，刑满释放后，说：‘除了围绕女人转以外，让我做什么都可以。过隐居的日子似乎还不赖，连速记员都不会去他们那里找工作。看来，还是潇洒的隐士生活适合我。梳子里再也不会有女人的长头发，烟灰缸里也不会有腌黄瓜之类的泡菜了。’你们认为老雷德鲁斯精神不正常了，所以才认为自己是所罗门国王，是吗？哼哼，真荒唐，他本来就是所罗门国王。我的故事就是这样的。我想我肯定得不到这个苹果，像这样的故事是不会被评上奖的，我已经做好了被抹掉的准备。”

梅尼菲法官规定过不能随即就对讲完的故事发表任何评论，所以为了避免法官的责难，故事结束后一片静默，没人说话。然后，这个故事会的天才的发起人清了清嗓子，开始了他的故事，他是最后一个参赛者。尽管坐在地上不舒服，但是你却从他身上找不到一丝痛苦。渐渐暗淡下去的火光柔和地映照着他的脸，你可以看到那是一张像古币上罗马帝王浮雕那样轮廓分明的脸。

“女人的心！”他用平稳而动人的声调说——“谁能够希望去认真地揣摩一下女人的心思呢？男人的想法和作风各不相同，但是，我以为天下女人的心脏跳动的节奏都是一样的，爱情旋律的基调也都是相同的。对女性来说，爱情就意味着牺牲。对于一个真正而纯粹的女人来说，金钱和地位都不能和她真实的情感相提并论。

“嘿，各位先生们——呃——应该是朋友们，雷德鲁斯爱情的遭遇已经被我们大家审理了一遍。可是，谁在受审呢？不是雷德鲁斯，因为他已经受到了惩罚。也不是那些情感专一、让我们的生活多姿多彩的天使们。那么到底是谁呢？是我们！今晚，我们每一个人都站在受审席上，从我们讲述的故事就可以反映出我们每个人的心灵是黑暗还是崇高。女性中最优秀的一位代表就坐在这里审判我们。她手里拿着奖品，奖品本身价值不大；但是却值得我们大家努力去争取，因为它是我们这位最具有代表性的女性评委认可和鉴定后的产物。

“首先，在描绘我所猜想的雷德鲁斯和他心爱的姑娘的故事之前，我必须严正声明，我决不赞成这样卑劣的想法，说是雷德鲁斯看破红尘是因为女人的自私、不忠，或是爱慕虚荣。我认为，女人从来都不会如此地庸俗势利、崇拜金钱。我们必须要在其他的地方寻找原因，要在男人们卑劣的本质和低俗的动机中寻找原因。

“在那个难忘的日子里，有一对年轻的情侣站在门口，十有八九他们吵架了。年轻的雷德鲁斯不堪嫉妒的折磨，就此离家出走了。是什么导致他这样做呢？哪方面的理由都缺乏证据。但是有比证据更具有说服力的，那就是女人善良、坚贞和不受钱财诱惑的伟大而坚定的信念。

“我能想象那个鲁莽的男人自怨自艾地到处流浪的情景。我能想象得到他逐渐消沉，直到发现他丢掉了上天赐给他的最珍贵的礼物时绝望的样子。以至于后来他想从这个伤心的尘世隐退，再到后来变疯了，都是情理之中的事了。

“另一方面，这个女人怎么样了呢？我想的是：一个孤苦伶仃的女人随着时间无情的摧残而逐渐老去，青春不再，容颜不再。但是她依旧忠于她的情人，一直在等待着，每天在窗前凝望，在楼梯旁聆听，期待着熟悉的身影和脚步声再次到来。现在，她已经老了，头发花白，整齐地扎在一起。她依旧每天坐在门前，满怀希望地凝望着尘土飞扬的马路。她以为这就是当年的那个大门口，他只是出去了，早晚会回来的。看，这就是女人，我对她们充满了信心。已经不可能再见面了，但是依然要等！她企望他们能在极乐世界相会，他却在绝望的泥潭里期待能再见面。”

“我还以为他在疯人院里呢。”又是那个无足轻重的乘客插了一嘴。

梅尼菲法官稍微动了一下，有点不耐烦了。男人们都无精打采，怪模怪样地坐着。风势减小了，断断续续地吹着。炉火已经烧成了一大块红炭，在屋子里闪着暗淡的光。女乘客坐在角落里，看起来很舒适。她光滑的头发整齐地盘绕着，长长的皮围脖中间露出一小块雪白的皮肤。

梅尼菲法官活动着僵直的腿，站了起来。他对女乘客说：“加兰小姐，我们的故事会已经结束了，现在该由你准备颁发奖品了。把奖品发给你认为故事讲得最接近你的想法的人；这里我要补充一下，故事中尤其要对女性做出他自己的评价。”

然而，大家没有听到女乘客的声音。梅尼菲法官关切地弯下身子去看。这时那个无足轻重的乘客低声地笑了起来，声音里满是讽刺。原来女乘客正睡得香甜呢。梅尼菲法官想拉她的手，叫醒她。可是就在他伸手的时候，他在她的膝盖上碰到了一个凉凉的、不规则的圆形小东西。

“啊，她把苹果吃掉了！”梅尼菲法官拿起苹果核给大家看，一脸错愕。





————————————————————
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  赫斯珀里得斯：Hesperides，希腊神话中夜神的女儿，负责看守金苹果树。





感恩节中的两位绅士



有一天是属于我们的。到了这天，我们所有美国人，只要是父母所生，就都要回到自己的老家，吃着苏打饼干，看着门口的旧水泵，琢磨着它为什么比以前更靠近门口，并为此暗暗惊讶。祝福那一天吧！罗斯福总统把它赐予我们。我们听到过一些关于清教徒的传说，可是记不得他们是何许人了。不管怎样，假如他们胆敢再次登陆的话，我们准能把他们打得落花流水。普利茅斯岩石？哦，这个名称听起来倒挺耳熟。自从火鸡托拉斯垄断了市场以后，我们中很多人不得不降低标准，改吃母鸡肉了。不过华盛顿还是有人走漏了消息，提前泄露了感恩节的公告。

这座位于越桔沼泽地东部的大城市使感恩节变成了习俗。一年当中只有在十一月的最后一个星期四，这个大城市才承认渡口以外的地方属于美国。只有这一天才是纯粹的美国式的。是的，美国式的庆祝日，独一无二。

现在这个故事可以向诸位证明，在大洋此岸的我们，也有许多古老的传统；而且和英格兰相比，它们趋于古老的速度要快得多，这是由于我们更具有活力和进取精神。

喷泉对面的人行道旁，斯塔弗·皮特坐在联合广场边东侧入口处右面的第三条长凳上。九年来，每逢感恩节的一点钟，他总是准时坐在老地方。他每次这样做的时候，总有一些奇遇发生在他身上，都是查尔斯·狄更斯式的奇遇，那使他心跳加速、激情澎湃。

但是今年，斯塔弗·皮特出现在一年一度的约会地点，似乎是出于习惯，而并不是被一年来的饥饿所驱使——正如慈善家们通常认为的那样，穷人要隔那么长的时间才会遭到饥饿的折磨。

当然，皮特一点儿也不饿。他来这儿之前刚刚大吃了一顿，如今只剩下呼吸和走路的力气了。他的眼睛像两颗淡色的醋栗，牢牢地嵌在一张浮肿油腻的油灰面具上。他气喘吁吁，脖子上坠着一圈参议员似的脂肪，使他翻起来的外套衣领失去了时髦的造型。一星期前慈爱的救世军修女替他缝在衣服上的纽扣，像玉米花似的爆开，散落在四处。他衣衫褴褛，衬衫的前襟一直豁到心口，但夹着雪花的十一月的微风给他带来的只是令人愉悦的凉爽。那顿特别丰富的饭菜给斯塔弗·皮特带来了难以承担的热量，使他不堪重负。宴会以牡蛎为头盘，以葡萄干布丁为最后的甜点，包括（在他看来）世界上所有的烤火鸡、烤土豆、鸡肉沙拉、南瓜饼和冰淇淋。因此，他现在酒足饭饱，带着饱餐之后的不屑神情看着周围的一切。

那顿饭完全出乎他的意料。当时，他正经过第五大道起点附近的一幢红砖住宅，那里住着两位家世古老、尊重传统的老太太。她们甚至不承认纽约的存在，并且认为感恩节通告应该由华盛顿广场专门制定。她们的传统习惯之一，就是派一个佣人等在侧门口，让他把正午过后第一个饥饿的路人请进来饱餐一顿。斯塔弗·皮特去公园时刚好路过那里，就被管家们请了进去，从而使这座城堡的传统得以发扬光大。

斯塔弗·皮特直勾勾地盯了前方足足有十分钟，然后，才发觉自己产生了换换视野的愿望。他费了好大的劲儿，才把头慢慢扭向左边。这时，他的眼睛惊恐地鼓了出来，他的呼吸停止了，穿着破皮鞋的短腿也开始在沙砾地上簌簌地抖个不停。

因为，那位老先生正穿过第四大道，向他坐着的长凳走了过来。

九年来，每逢感恩节，这位老先生总是如期而至，寻找坐在长凳上的斯塔弗·皮特。老先生试图把这件事变成一个传统。九年来的每一个感恩节，他总是到这儿找到斯塔弗，把他带到一家饭馆，看着他美餐一顿。在英格兰，大家都自然而然地做着这种事，而美国是个年轻的国家，坚持九年已经很难得了。老先生一定是个忠实的美国爱国者，并且自视为创立美国传统的先驱。为了使之非同寻常，我们必须长期坚持去做一件事情，而且永不放弃，比如每周收集几毛钱的工人保险费，或者打扫街道之类。

老先生威严庄重地朝着他所培植的惯例径直走来。不错，斯塔弗·皮特对一年一度宴请的感觉并不像英国的大宪章或者早餐的果酱那样具有什么民族特色；不过，它至少是向前迈进了一步，它似乎有点儿封建意味，但至少证明了在纽约——不，是在美国——树立一种习俗并非绝无可能。

老先生身材高挑，但很消瘦，年过花甲，从头到脚一身黑色，鼻子上架着一副不稳当的老式眼镜。和去年相比，他的头发更白了，也更稀疏，并且好像比去年更加依赖那根粗大多节的曲柄拐杖。

斯塔弗·皮特眼看着他的老恩人走了过来，不禁呼吸急促、浑身发抖，那样子就像某位太太过于肥胖的狮子狗看到一条野狗对它呲牙竖毛地挑衅一样。他很想撒腿逃跑，可是，即使桑托斯·杜蒙
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 使出浑身解数，也无法把他同长凳分开。那两位老太太忠实的佣人的工作做得实在太到家了。

“早上好，”老先生说，“我很高兴看到这一年的时光流逝对你没有什么影响，你仍旧健康地活在这个美好的世界上。仅仅为这个幸福，今天的感恩节对我们两人来说都意义非常。假如你愿意跟我一起来，朋友，我愿意请你吃一顿饭，让你的身心更为和谐。”

老先生每次都说这番同样的话，九年来的每一个感恩节都是这样。这些话本身已经成为了一种惯例，除了《独立宣言》之外，再没有什么可以与之相比了。要是以前，在斯塔弗听来，这些话宛如音乐一般美妙动听。而今天，他抬头仰望老先生的脸，却愁眉不展，泪眼婆娑。细小的雪花落到斯塔弗汗涔涔的额头上，几乎要咝咝作响。但是老先生却在微微颤抖，他掉转身子，背对着寒风。

斯塔弗一直很不解，老先生说这番话时的神情为什么那样悲哀。他不明白，那是因为老先生每次都在希望有一个儿子来继承他的事业。他希望在自己去世之后，能有一个儿子继续来到这个地方，这个儿子能够自豪而且健壮地站在斯塔弗的某个继任者面前，说道：“为了纪念我的父亲。”那样一来，它就会成为一种传统。

然而老先生无亲无故。他住在公园东面一条冷僻的大街上，在一座破败老旧的褐色住宅里租了几间房子。冬天，他在一个衣箱大小的温室里种些倒挂金钟；春天，他参加庆祝复活节的游行；夏天，他在新泽西州山间的农舍里居住，坐在柳条编成的扶手椅上，谈着他希望总有一天能找到的某种蝴蝶；秋天，他请斯塔弗吃顿饭。这就是老先生所做的全部。

斯塔弗抬着头望了老先生足有半分钟之久，神情自怨自艾，孤单无助。老先生的眼睛里闪烁着施予的快乐，并因此炯炯有神。他脸上的皱纹一年比一年深，但他那小小的黑领结仍像以往那样神气，他的衬衫洁白漂亮，两撇灰色的胡子也优雅地卷曲着。斯塔弗发出一种像是在锅里煮豌豆似的声音。他原本想说些什么，可是这种声音老先生已经听过了九次，他理所当然地把它当成斯塔弗接受邀请的老俗套。

“谢谢您，先生。非常感谢，我这就跟您一起去。我饿极啦，先生。”

饱胀引起的慵懒，并没有动摇斯塔弗脑海中坚定的信念：他是某种传统的基石。在感恩节这天，他的胃口并不属于他自己，而应该属于这位拥有优先权的慈祥的老先生；即使不根据实际的诉讼实效法，也得考虑到既定习俗的神圣权利。的确，美国是个自由的国度，但要是为了建立传统，总得有人充当循环小数。英雄们不一定非得都是由钢铁和黄金铸就。瞧，这儿就有一位，是挥舞着胡乱镀了点儿银的铁器和锡器的英雄。

老先生带着他一年一度的受惠者向南走，来到那家饭馆和那张年年举行盛宴的桌子前。他们被认出来了。

“那个老家伙又来啦，”一个侍者说，“每年感恩节他都请那个流浪汉来这儿吃上一顿。”

老先生在桌子对面坐下，面向着他的将成为古老传统的基石，眼睛放射出被烟熏黑的珍珠一般的光芒。侍者在桌子上摆满了节日的佳肴——斯塔弗发出一声叹息，这叹息被别人误解为是饥饿的表示，接着，他举起了刀叉，为自己切了一顶不朽的桂冠。

我们的英雄再没有说话，他在敌军的阵营中杀开一条血路，没有人像他那样英勇。火鸡、肉排、汤、蔬菜、派，一端到他面前就立刻消失得无影无踪。他跨进这家饭馆的时候，肚子里已经塞得满满当当了，食物的气味几乎使他丧失了一位绅士的荣誉。但他却像真正的骑士一样振作了起来。他在老先生的脸上看到行善的幸福表情时——那种幸福是连倒挂金钟和扑翼蝴蝶带来的快乐都无法与之相比的——他实在不忍扫他老人家的兴。

不到一个小时，斯塔弗向后靠去，他赢得了这场战斗。

“衷心地感谢您，先生，”他像一根漏了气的蒸汽管，边“呼呼”地喷着气，边说，“衷心感谢您赐给我这么丰盛的饭菜。”

接着，他目光呆滞，吃力地站起身来，向厨房走去。一个侍者像转动陀螺一样把他转了过去，推着他走向门口。老先生小心翼翼地数出一块三毛钱的零碎银币，另外给了侍者三枚镍币的小费。

他们像往年那样，在门口分了手，老先生往南，斯塔弗向北。

在第一个街角，斯塔弗转过身，站了一会儿，然后，就像猫头鹰抖动自己的羽毛一样，他褴褛的衣衫鼓胀了起来，接着，他像一匹中了暑的马一样倒在了人行道上。

救护车开到了，年轻的医生和司机低声咒骂着他的重量。因为他身上没有威士忌的气味，也就没有理由把他移交给警察的巡逻车。于是，斯塔弗和他肚子里的两顿饭都被送到了医院。在医院里，他们把他抬到床上，开始检查他是不是得了什么疑难杂症，还希望有机会用尸体解剖来发现一些问题。

瞧呀！一小时后，另一辆救护车把老先生也拉来了。他们把他放在另一张床上，谈论着阑尾炎之类，因为从外表看，他是付得起钱的。

但很快，一个年轻的医师碰到一个眼睛讨他喜欢的年轻护士，便停住脚步，跟她聊起了刚才两个病人的情况。

“那个体面的老先生，”他说，“你怎么都猜不到，他都快要饿死了。我还猜着可能是出自哪个光荣的世家，如今却落魄了。他告诉我说，他已经三天没吃东西了。”





————————————————————




(1)

  桑托斯·杜蒙（1873—1932）巴西气球驾驶员，1901年曾乘气球飞行，1906年和1909年又试飞过风筝式飞机和单翼飞机。





言外之意



他从德斯布罗萨斯街的渡口出来的时候，我就不由自主地对他产生了兴趣。看神情，他像是个见多识广、阅历丰富的人，他来到纽约就像是一个阔别故土多年的君主重新回到了自己的领地。但是我认定，尽管他看起来派头十足，但一定还从未踏足过这个铺满了滑溜溜的鹅卵石的街道，从没有踏足过这个满是哈里发
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 的城市。

他衣着宽松，衣服颜色古怪，蓝中带点褐色，头戴一顶圆圆的、老式巴拿马草帽。他没有像北方赶时髦的那些人那样在帽檐上捏些锯齿状花纹，或是弄成一个倾斜的角度斜着戴它。而且，他是我见过的最丑的人。他丑得不但令人讨厌，还让人觉得吃惊——他那副林肯式的崎岖不平的轮廓和不端正的五官简直让人觉得惊愕和不安。从渔夫捞到的瓶子里蹿出的一股妖气所幻化出的怪物，也差不多就是这个样子吧。后来他告诉我，他叫贾德森·塔特；那么从现在开始，我们不妨就用这个名字来称呼他吧。他脖子上系着绿色的黄玉环扣住的丝绸领带，手里握着鲨鱼脊骨做的手杖。

贾德森·塔特过来跟我搭讪，漫不经心地向我打听这个城市的街道和旅馆的情况；语气和神情中显示着他是故地重游，只是某些无足轻重的细节不记得了才需要打听而已。我觉得实在没有什么理由来贬低我自己住的那家旅馆，那里位于市中心，但是很安静；下半夜，我们酒足饭饱之后（是我付的账），便打算在那家旅馆的休息室里找一个安静的角落坐一坐，抽支烟。

贾德森·塔特脑袋里在想着什么东西，他想让我也知道。他已经把我当做朋友了。他每说完一句话，我就看见在我鼻子前面不到六英寸的地方晃着一只大手。那手跟轮船大副的手一样粗大，已经被鼻烟染黄了。我想知道，不管什么时候，他对陌生人怀有敌意的时候是不是也这么突兀。

当他开始跟我讲话的时候，我发现他身上散发着一种力量。他的声音像是有说服力的乐器，被他用某种华丽但却很有效的技法演奏着。他并没有刻意让你忘记他丑陋的外貌，反而会在你面前炫耀，使它成为他魅力演讲的一部分。闭上眼睛，循着这个捕鼠人的魔笛，你或许愿意跟他走到哈莫尔恩
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 的城墙边。就这样，你也不会天真到一直跟着他吧。但是如果他把他说的话谱上曲，你还是觉得枯燥的话，那就应该去找音乐的麻烦了。

“女人，”贾德森·塔特说，“真是不可思议的动物。”

我的心一沉。我可不愿意再听这种老掉牙的言论了——不愿意听这种陈词滥调、枯燥乏味、逻辑混乱、漏洞百出、早就给驳倒的荒谬论断——这是女人自己创造出来的古老的、无聊的、狡猾的、可恶的、骗人的无稽之谈；这是女人们采取的卑劣的、秘密的和欺诈的手段，通过含沙射影、坑蒙诱骗等手段以及巧妙地散布、传播和灌输给男人们听的，目的就是为了促进、加强和证明她们自己的魅力，实现她们的阴谋。

“哦，原来是这样啊！”我用当地话回答道。

“你听说过奥拉塔玛吗？”他问我。

“可能听说过。”我回答说，“我隐约记得是一个芭蕾舞演员——或者是一个郊区——也可能是一种香水的名字吧？”

“它是一个小镇，”贾德森·塔特说，“位于某个国家的海岸上。那个国家的情况，你不会知道，也不可能了解。它由一个独裁者统治，经常发生革命和叛乱。就在那儿，上演了一幕伟大的生活戏剧，由美国最丑的贾德森·塔特，历史和小说中都算是最帅气的冒险家弗格斯·麦克马汉，以及奥拉塔玛镇镇长美貌的女儿安娜贝拉·萨莫拉担当主演。还有一件事——除了乌拉圭三十三人省
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 以外，世界上任何地方都没有一种叫做楚楚拉的植物。我要说的那个国家盛产贵重木料、染料、黄金、橡胶、象牙和可可。”

“我还不知道南美洲盛产象牙呢。”我说。

“那你就犯了双重错误啦。”贾德森·塔特说，声音美妙动听，至少跨越了一个八度音阶，“我可没有说我所谈论的国家是在南美洲呀——我必须行事谨慎，亲爱的朋友；你知道的，我在那里曾参与过政治。尽管我跟那个国家的总统下过棋，棋子是用貘
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 的鼻骨雕刻成的——这是一种奇蹄类哺乳动物，生活在安第斯山脉——那种棋子和象牙一样美丽，如果你想见识见识的话。

“但是我将要告诉你的不是动物，而是关于浪漫和冒险，以及女人的故事。

“我一直在老桑乔·贝纳维德斯——这个共和国至高无上的独裁者的背后统治了这个国家十五年。你应该在报上见过他的相片——一个没用的黑人，脸上的胡子像是瑞士音乐盒圆筒上的钢丝，右手上拿着一个卷轴，就像是记录家谱的《圣经》扉页一样。这个巧克力色的统治者向来都是种族分界线和纬线之间最受人关注的角色。他是会进入荣誉的殿堂还是会引火上身，这都很难说。那时候要不是格罗弗·克利夫兰
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 在位的话，那他一定就是南方大陆的罗斯福了。他总是连当两届国家元首后，指定一个暂时的接任人，然后退休一段时间，再开始执政。

“但解放者贝纳维德斯并不是靠自己为自己赢得了所有的声誉，而是靠贾德森·塔特。贝纳维德斯只不过是个傀儡。我总是在背后指点他什么时候宣战，什么时候该提高进口税，什么时候该穿礼服。但是我不是要给你讲这个。我是怎样成为这样的一个幕后操纵者的呢？我来告诉你。因为，自从亚当睁开眼睛，把嗅盐瓶推到一边，并发出‘我在哪儿’的声音以来，在所有会发声的东西里，我是最有天赋的演讲家。

“正如你所看到的，除了新英格兰早期的基督教科学家们的画像以外，我差不多是你这辈子见过的最丑的人了。因此，在很年轻的时候，我就意识到我必须用雄辩的口才来弥补我相貌上的不足。我成功了。我想要得到的东西也都得到了。作为老贝纳维德斯的幕后策划人，历史上所有伟大的幕后人物，像塔利兰、庞巴杜夫人和洛布，和我相比，都渺小得就像俄国杜马中少数派的提案一样。我可以用三寸不烂之舌让这个国家成为债务国，或者债权国，让军队在战场上沉睡，可以减少暴动、骚乱，降低税收、拨款或者顺差，凭我鸟儿一样的唿哨召唤来战争之犬或者和平之鸽。别的男人有美貌、肩章、卷曲的胡须和希腊式的面庞，这些跟我从来就无关。人们见我的第一眼就会瑟瑟发抖。但只要我一开口，十分钟内，他们准会被我折服，除非他们得了心绞痛，并且已经到了晚期。不论男女，只要碰到我，都会被我迷倒的。其实，你一定认为女人不会喜欢上长成我这样的男人，是吧？”

“哦，不，塔特先生。”我说，“吸引女人的丑男子常常会给历史带来光彩，让小说索然无味。我觉得……”

“对不起，”贾德森·塔特打断了我的话，“你可能还不是十分理解我的意思。那么继续听我的故事吧。

“弗格斯·麦克马汉是我在首都的一个朋友。我承认他是一个真正英俊的男人。他有着金色的鬈发，满含笑意的蓝眼睛，端正的五官。人们说他看起来就活像墨斯先生
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 ——摆在罗马的某个博物馆里的那个演讲与口才之神的塑像。我猜想那大概是某个德国的无政府主义者。那种人总是絮絮叨叨，说个没完。

“不过，弗格斯不是个演讲的料儿。他认为只要长相好，什么都会好，这是他从小就形成的观念。他讲话听起来，就好像是你正想睡觉，却听到床头有水滴落到铁皮碟子上的感觉一样。但是我们却成了朋友——也许是因为他和我刚好相反吧，你不觉得吗？当我刮胡子时，弗格斯似乎就觉得高兴，因为我那张脸看起来就像是万圣节前夜戴着面具的鬼脸；而无论何时，当我听到他喉咙里发出微弱的嗓音讲话时，我就觉得做为一个能舌战群儒的丑八怪也很不错。

“有一天，我觉得很有必要去一趟奥拉塔玛这个滨海小镇。那里发生了一些政治暴动，我要去处理一下，顺便要在海关和军部处砍掉几个人。弗格斯，这个拥有该共和国冰块和硫磺火柴买卖许可证的家伙，说想和我一起去。

“因此，在骡队叮叮当当的铃铛声中，我们长驱直入，进驻了奥拉塔玛小镇，这里便成了我们的地盘了；这就像西奥多·罗斯福在奥伊斯特海湾时长岛海峡就不属于日本人了一样。尽管我说的是‘我们’，事实上就只是‘我’。每一个去过四个国家、两个海洋、一个海湾、一个地峡，以及五个群岛的人都听说过贾德森·塔特的大名。他们称呼我为‘有教养的冒险家’。我的事迹被黄色报纸用了五个专栏介绍，某个月刊也用了四万字——包括花边装饰——来记载，而《纽约时报》第十二版的整个版面都在报道我。如果说弗格斯·麦克马汉的帅气为我们在奥拉塔玛赢得了一丁点儿欢迎的话，那我就把我那巴拿马草帽里的标签吃下去。他们张灯结彩完全是为了欢迎我。我不是一个爱妒忌的人，我只是在阐述一个事实。这里的人都是尼布甲尼撒
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 ，他们在我面前的草地上跪拜，这个镇里没有泥土可以让他们跪拜的。他们对贾德森·塔特顶礼膜拜。他们知道在桑乔·贝纳维德斯背后主宰的人是我。对他们来说，我的一句话比东奥罗拉图书馆书架上的全部毛边书籍里任何一个人的话都管用。仍然还有人把时间花在他们的脸上——擦面霜，给面部肌肉做按摩——顺眼睛内角按摩——用安息香酊防止皮肤松弛，用电疗来除黑痣——最终目的是干吗呢？就是想好看。噢，这是多大的错误啊！美容师们应在喉咙上大做文章。真正起作用的是言语而不是痣，是巧舌如簧而不是花容月貌，是侃侃而谈而不是香水脂粉，是自如的谈吐而不是爽身粉——是留声机而不是照片。现在还是让我们言归正传吧。

“当地有头有脸的大人物安排我和弗格斯下榻在蜈蚣俱乐部，那是建在海边桩子上的一座木头建筑物。在涨潮的时候，海水和房子只差九英寸。当地大大小小、有钱有势的家伙们都来这里拜访致敬。噢，他们并不是冲着赫耳墨斯先生来的，而是早就耳闻了贾德森·塔特的大名。

“一天下午，弗格斯·麦克马汉和我坐在蜈蚣旅馆朝海的回廊里，喝着加了冰块的朗姆酒聊天。

“‘贾德森，’弗格斯说道，‘在奥拉塔玛有一个天使。’

“‘只要不是加百列，’我说，‘为什么你说到这个的时候看起来像是听到了最后审判的号角声？’

“‘是安娜贝拉·萨莫拉小姐啦。’弗格斯说，‘她——她——她简直漂亮死了！’

“‘哇塞！’我不由地大笑着说，‘你描绘你的爱人时，口才倒真是不赖啊。这让我想起了浮士德追求玛格丽特的故事——也就是说，就算他掉进了舞台的活板门底下，他还是会追求她的。’

“‘贾德森，’弗格斯说，‘你知道你自己就像犀牛一样长得不好看，你是不会对女人有任何兴趣的。可是我对安娜贝拉小姐却如此着迷。所以我才会告诉你这些。’

“‘哦，的确如此。’我说，‘我知道我长得就跟尤卡坦杰斐逊县那个守着根本就不存在的宝藏的印第安阿兹特克神像一样。但是，对于我的外貌，可以有其他的东西来补偿啊。你比如说，在这整个国家里，我都是高高在上的人物。而且，当我忙于用嗓子、声音以及喉咙与人们辩论时，我可不是那种廉价的留声机，只知道重复那些疯言疯语。’

“‘是的，我知道，’弗格斯亲切地说，‘不管是高谈阔论还是闲聊胡侃，我都不擅长。这就是我为什么要跟你说的原因，我需要你的帮助。’

“‘要我怎么帮你呢？’我问道。

“‘我已经贿赂了弗朗西斯卡，她是安娜贝拉小姐的保姆。’弗格斯说，‘贾德森，这个国家里，你有极好的声望，是一个大人物。’

“‘恩，我知道。’我说，‘这是我应得的。’

“‘而我呢，’弗格斯说，‘则是北极和南极之间最英俊帅气的人。’

“‘如果仅限于相貌和地域，’我说，‘我倒是没什么意见。’

“‘我们两个人，’弗格斯说，‘我们应该能够把安娜贝拉·萨莫拉小姐搞到手。你知道，这位小姐出身于一个古老的西班牙家族，人们只能每天下午远远地看着她坐着马车绕着广场转悠，或者傍晚在栅栏窗外瞥她一眼。她就跟天上的星星那样遥不可攀。’

“‘把她搞到我们中哪一个人手上啊？’我问道。

“‘当然是我啦。’弗格斯说，‘你从来没有见过她。有好几次，我让弗朗西斯卡把我当做你，指给安娜贝拉看。她在广场上看见我的时候，还以为自己看到的就是堂·贾德森·塔特，这个全国最伟大的英雄、政治家和传奇人物呢。把你的名声和我的外貌融于一人，她怎么抗拒得了呢？！她听过你的传奇故事，又见过我的美貌。女人还有什么可追求的呢？’弗格斯·麦克马汉说。

“‘她就不能退而求其次吗？’我问道，‘我们怎么各尽其能、展现魅力，然后又怎样分享战果呢？’

“弗格斯告诉了我他的安排。

“他说，镇长堂·路易斯·萨莫拉的房子有一个院子——当然是那种临着街道的院子。院内一角是他女儿房间的窗口——你再也找不到比这更隐秘的地方了。你猜他要我干什么？他知道我口才好，深谙讲话的技巧，言语中充满魅力，所以就让我半夜到院子里去，向萨莫拉小姐求爱，代替他——也就是萨莫拉在广场上见过的，以为是堂·贾德森·塔特的那个英俊男子。因为半夜的时候，她看不清我这张鬼脸。

“为什么我不能为我的朋友——弗格斯·麦克马汉做这件事呢？他来请我帮忙，就是对我的认可，同时也是承认了他自己的缺陷。

“‘你这个跟白百合一样漂亮的、金色头发、高度抛光、不会说话的小雕塑，’我说，‘这个忙我可以帮。你去安排一下，晚上带我到她的窗外，我会在月光颤音的伴奏下，把动听的语言如涓涓细流般注入她的心田，她就是你的了。’

“‘藏好你的脸，贾德。’弗格斯说，‘以上帝之名，保证把你的脸藏好。从感情上说，我们是好朋友。但是，不要小视，这可是件交易。如果我自己可以办到，我也不会麻烦你了。现在她见过我的美貌，又将听到你的声音，我想，我没有什么理由搞不到她。’

“‘让你搞到她？’我问道。

“‘是啊，就是我。’弗格斯说。

“嗯，弗格斯和弗朗西斯卡保姆把细节都打理好了。一天晚上，他们替我准备了一件高领的黑色斗篷，在深夜的时候把我带到了院子里。我一直站在院子里的窗口下面，直到听到栅栏那边传出天使般温柔甜美的声音。隐隐约约中，我只看见了里面有一个白色的身影。为了忠于弗格斯，同时也因为当时正值七月，气候潮湿，夜里很冷，所以我就把斗篷领子翻了上来。一想到弗格斯的笨嘴拙舌，我就忍不住想笑；但我还是强忍住，开始对这位小姐说话。

“呵呵，先生，我对安娜贝拉小姐说了一小时的话。这里我之所以说‘对她’，而不是‘和她’是因为她没有跟我说话，只是时不时说上一句：‘哦，先生’或是‘哦，你是骗我的吧？’或者‘我知道你不是那个意思’等等，就是男人用得体的方式求爱时女人都会说的那些话。我们两人都会说英语和西班牙语，所以我就用这两种语言，竭尽全力为我的朋友弗格斯赢得这位美女的芳心。如果窗口没有栅栏，我想一种语言就足够了。一个小时之后，她给了我一朵大大的红玫瑰让我离开。一回去，我就把花转交弗格斯了。

“每隔三四个晚上，我就装成我的朋友到安娜贝拉小姐的窗子下面去一次，这样一直坚持了三周。终于，她承认她已经把心交给我了，还说每天下午驾车去广场的时候都看到了我。当然，她每次见到的都是弗格斯。但是，是我的情话赢得了她的芳心。想象一下，如果深夜的黑暗里站着的是弗格斯自己，他一句话也不会说，那看不见的美貌又有什么用呢！

“最后一晚，她对我以身相许——事实上，是跟弗格斯。她把手从栅栏里伸出来让我亲吻。我照做了，并且把这个消息跟弗格斯讲了。

“‘那件事应该留给我来做。’他说。

“‘以后那就是你的工作啦。’我说，‘你要不停地亲她，不要尝试说话。这样的话，也许她爱上你以后，就不会注意你的谈话和先前有什么不一样，也不会在意你口齿不清或者瓮声瓮气了。’

“你知道，到那个时候，我还从来没有清楚地见过安娜贝拉小姐呢。因此，第二天，弗格斯邀我一起去广场，加入到奥拉塔玛日常的社交活动中，我对这些没什么兴趣。但我还是去了，一看到我的脸，小孩和狗都往香蕉林和红树沼地上逃。

“‘她来啦，’弗格斯捻着胡子说，‘坐在黑马拉的敞篷车里，穿着白衣服的那个就是。’

“看到她的时候，我觉得脚底下的地面都在晃动。因为对贾德森·塔特来说，世界上最美的女人就是安娜贝拉·萨莫拉小姐，并且从贾德森开始注意的那一刻起，她就是世界上唯一最美的女人。从看到她的那一刻起，我就知道我必须永远属于她，而她也必须永远属于我。但是一想到自己的脸，我几乎昏厥。随即我就想到了自己其他方面的才能，于是又站得笔直。而且我曾经代替一个男人追求了她三个星期呢！

“安娜贝拉小姐的马车缓缓驶过时，她用那深黑色的眼睛久久地看了弗格斯一下，目光里写满了温柔。那眼神足以使贾德森·塔特仿佛坐着胶轮车飞上了天堂一样。但是她压根就没有看我。同时，这个英俊帅气的家伙在我身边拢了拢他的头发，兴高采烈地向她傻笑，看起来简直就像个淑女杀手。

“‘贾德森，你觉得她怎么样？’弗格斯炫耀似的问道。

“‘就是这样。’我说，‘她将成为贾德森·塔特夫人。我从来不对朋友耍花样。所以就有言在先了。’

“我当时怀疑弗格斯会因狂笑而毙命。

“‘哈哈，好，好，’他说，‘你这个老怪物！你也被她吸引了，是吗？啊哈，太棒了！不过，这已经太迟啦。弗朗西斯卡告诉我，安娜贝拉一天到晚就知道说我，其他的都不关心。当然，非常感谢你晚上对她发出的动听的声音。不过我想，如果是我自己做这件事，也会成功的。’

“‘贾德森·塔特夫人。’我说，‘不要忘掉这个称呼。你俊美的外貌是由我的舌头来配合的。你不会把自己的外貌借给我，那我也会把我动听的声音收回来的。请记住，记住这个称呼，“贾德森·塔特夫人”，两英寸宽、三英寸半长的名片上也会这么写的。’

“‘很好。’弗格斯说着又大笑起来，‘我跟她的爸爸——镇长先生说起过，他已经同意了。明天晚上，他要在他的新仓库里举行招待舞会。贾德，我倒是很期待你能来见见未来的麦克马汉夫人，如果你会跳舞的话。’

“第二天傍晚，在萨莫拉镇长举行的舞会上，当音乐奏得最响亮的时候，贾德森·塔特穿着干净的新麻布套装走了进去，那神情似乎是这个国家最伟大的人物一样，而事实上他就是。

“一看到我的脸，有几个乐师的演奏马上走了调，一两个最胆小的小姐也禁不住尖叫了两声。但是只有镇长连蹦带跳地跑了过来，向我深深地鞠了一躬，他的额头几乎可以擦掉我鞋子上的灰尘。仅仅面相好是不会为我的出场赢得如此轰动的效应的。

“‘我听说您的女儿美貌非凡，’我说，‘萨莫拉先生，如果能见她一面，那将是我莫大的荣幸。’

“靠墙放着大概六打柳条做的摇椅，上面系满了粉红色的丝带。其中一把椅子上坐着安娜贝拉小姐，她穿着白棉布衣服和红便鞋，头发上带着珍珠和萤火虫。弗格斯在屋子的另一头，正努力摆脱两个栗色女孩以及一个巧克力色女孩的纠缠。

“镇长带我到安娜贝拉面前，并跟她做了介绍。一看到我的脸，她吓得丢掉了手里的扇子，几乎让摇椅翻了个个儿。这种情形我早已司空见惯了。

“我在她的身边坐了下来，开始跟她讲话。一听到我的声音，她就愣住了，眼睛睁得跟鳄梨一般大。她难以把我的声音和我的外貌联系起来。我一直保持着对女人所用的C调跟她聊着。不一会儿，她便恬静地靠在了椅子上，眼睛里充满了陶醉的神情。她慢慢地跟上我的思想了。她听说过有关贾德森·塔特的事情，知道他是一个多么了不起的大人物，做过许多伟大的事业；这正是我所期待的。但是，当她发觉伟大的贾德森并不是人家指给她看的那个英俊的男子，而是我时，有些震惊也是在所难免的。接着，我用西班牙语和她说话，在某种特殊情境下，这种交流会比英语更好。我像摆弄一个有数千根弦的竖琴那样运用自如，从降G调一直到F高半音。我把我的声音应用在诗歌、艺术、传奇、鲜花和月光上。我还背了几句晚上在她窗前念给她的诗。从她目光中突然闪现的温柔里，我知道，她已经认出了我就是午夜那个神秘的求爱者。

“不管怎样，弗格斯·麦克马汉被我打败了。哈，你看，声音才是真正的艺术——这一点毋庸置疑。言语漂亮，才是真的漂亮。
 

(8)



 有句谚语应当改成这样。

“当弗格斯拉着个苦瓜脸和那个巧克力色的姑娘跳华尔兹的时候，我和安娜贝拉小姐正在柠檬树林散步。在我们回去之前，我得到她的许可，可以在第二天半夜的时候到她窗下和她聊天。

“呵呵，我们进展得很顺利。还没到两个星期，我和安娜贝拉就订了婚。弗格斯出局了。但是，仗着自己的英俊帅气，他表现得很镇定，并且对我说他不会放弃。

“‘口才固然很重要，贾德森，’他对我说，‘尽管它从来没有引起我的重视。但是你以为一听到晚宴的铃声就会出现丰盛的晚餐吗？！就你长的那个丑样子，别以为几句话就能博得女人的欢心。’

“我还没有开始讲故事的正文呢。

“有一天，我在炙热的阳光底下骑了好久的马，然后就在镇子旁边的礁湖里洗了一个冷水澡。

“天黑之后，我去镇长家看安娜贝拉。那会儿我每天傍晚都照例去她家看她，我们计划一个月以后结婚。她看起来就像是一只夜莺、一头羚羊、一朵蔷薇，她的眼睛就像是银河上撒下来的两夸脱奶油那样明亮而柔和
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 。现在，看到我那丑陋的脸，她没有一点害怕或厌恶的样子。说句实话，我觉得她看我的眼神里充满了钦佩和爱慕，就跟她在广场上看弗格斯的眼神一样。

“我坐了下来，向安娜贝拉打开了话匣子，讲她爱听的话——我说她是个托拉斯，集地球上所有的美好于一身。我张开嘴巴，但是出来的不是往常那动听的甜言蜜语，而是微弱的嘶嘶声，就像是患了喉炎的婴儿发出的声音一样。我说不出一个字，一个音节，哪怕是一丝清晰的响声。那个惹祸的冷水澡，让我的嗓子着凉了。

“在那两个小时里，我尝试着让安娜贝拉开心。她也说了一些话，不过有点像是敷衍应付，索然无味。简单点说，我的声音跟退潮时蛤蛎所唱的‘海洋里的生活’是最接近的。安娜贝拉的眼睛似乎也不像往常那样频频地注视我了。我没有什么来吸引她的耳朵了。我们在一起看看画，她偶尔弹弹吉他，弹得非常糟糕。我要走的时候，她对我态度冷淡——至少她没有完全把我放在心上，有点三心二意。

“一连五个晚上都是这样。

“第六天，她跟弗格斯·麦克马汉跑了。

“据说他们乘游艇去伯利兹城。在他们离开八小时以后，我乘了税务署的一条小汽艇开始追赶。

“我上船之前，先去了老曼纽尔·伊基托的药店，他是一个印第安混血药剂师。我说不出话，只好指着自己的喉咙，发出蒸汽泄逸的声音。他开始打呵欠，按照当地的习惯，我要等一个小时呢。我穿过柜台，一把抓住他的喉咙，又指了指我自己的。他又打了一个呵欠，把一个盛着黑色液体的小瓶塞到我手里。

“‘每隔两小时吃一小匙。’他说。

“我扔下一块钱给他，赶到汽艇上。

“在安娜贝拉和弗格斯的游艇到达伯利兹城海港后，我的汽艇也赶到了，只是比他们晚了十三秒。他们的小渔船刚向岸边划去的时候，我船上的小舢板就放了下去。我想吩咐水手们划快些，却发不出声音来。就在这时，我突然想起了老伊基托的药水，连忙掏出瓶子喝了一口。

“两条小船同时抵岸。我昂首挺胸地走到安娜贝拉和弗格斯面前。她的眼神只在我身上停留了一瞬间，便转过头看着弗格斯，神情满含自信。我知道自己发不出声音来，但那时也管不了那么多了。语言是我唯一的希望。我不能站在弗格斯身边，用自己的相貌来挑战他的英俊。我的喉咙和会厌软骨企图再次发出声音，用动听的话语来表达我的心声。

“让我异常惊奇和兴奋的是，美丽动听、清晰响亮、珠圆玉润的声音从我的嗓子里源源不断地涌现出来，充满了力量和压抑已久的感情。

“‘安娜贝拉小姐，’我说，‘我可以和你单独谈会儿吗？’

“你不想听我们谈话的细节，是吧？谢谢。雄辩的口才已经完好地回来了。我把她带到一棵椰子树下，像以前一样，用我的言语魅力吸引她。

“‘贾德森，’她说，‘当你同我说话的时候，我什么都听不到了——什么也都看不到了——对于我来说，这个世界什么也没有了。’

“‘哦，你看，这就是整个故事了。安娜贝拉随我乘了汽艇回到奥拉塔玛我后来再也没有听到关于弗格斯的消息，也再没有见过他。安娜贝拉就是现在的贾德森·塔特夫人。我的故事没有让你厌烦吧？’”

“没有。”我说。“我一向对心理研究很感兴趣。人的心——尤其是女人的心——真是奇妙的东西，让人琢磨不透。”

“是啊。”贾德森·塔特说，“人的气管和支气管也是这样的。还有喉咙。你研究过支气管吗？”

“从来没有，很高兴听你的故事。我可以问候塔特夫人吗？她现在身体好不好，现在在什么地方？”

“哦，当然。”贾德森·塔特说，“我们住在泽西城的卑尔根大街。塔特夫人不适应奥拉塔玛的天气。我猜你从来没有解剖过会厌软骨，对吗？”

“是啊，”我说，“我不是外科医生。”

“对不起，”贾德森·塔特说，“但是每一个人为了保护自己的健康，都应该充分了解解剖学和治疗学知识。突然着凉可能会引起支气管炎或者肺囊炎，这会严重影响发声器官。”

“可能吧，”我有点不耐烦地说，“但是这跟我们刚才的谈话八竿子都打不着啊。要说女人感情奇怪的特征——”

“是啊，是啊，”贾德森·塔特打断我的话说，“她们确实奇怪。不过我现在要告诉你的是：回到奥拉塔玛以后，我向老曼纽尔·伊基托那里打听那瓶治疗我失声的混合物的成分。我已经跟你说了药效是多么神速了吧。他是从一种叫做楚楚拉的植物里提取出来的。给你看看，”说着，贾德森·塔特就从口袋里掏出一个椭圆形乳白色的纸盒。

“对于任何咳嗽、感冒、声音嘶哑或者支气管炎，我这里有治疗它们的世界上最好的良药。”他说，“你看看盒子上印着的配方：每片内含两格令欧亚甘草，十分之一格令塔鲁香脂，二十分之一量滴大茴香油，六十分之一量滴焦油，六十分之一量滴草澄茄油树脂，十分之一量滴楚楚拉提取物。”

“我这次来纽约，”贾德森·塔特接着说，“是想组建一家公司，生产销售这个治疗喉咙疾病最有效的良药。目前我正在小范围地销售。我这里有一盒，里面有四打药片，只卖五毛钱。如果你……”

我站起身，走了，一句话也没有对他说。我独自一人溜达到了旅馆附近的一个小公园，留下贾德森·塔特一个人在那里跟他的良心做伴。我内心觉得受到了伤害。他慢慢地给我灌输的这个故事，我可能用得上。故事里有一丝生活的气息，还有一些虚构的经历，如果巧妙利用，还是可以登上大雅之堂的。谁料结果却被证明这只是一颗被商业化了的药丸，被一个虚构的故事像糖衣一样包裹着。最糟糕的是我还不能够兜售这个，广告部和会计室的那些家伙会看不起我的，并且它的创作意图从来都不是为了文学。因此，我同其他失意的人们一起坐在公园的长凳上，直到我的上下眼皮开始打架。





我走到自己的房间，按照老习惯，看了一个小时我最喜欢的杂志上的故事。这是为了让我的思绪能再次回到我的艺术创作上。

每看一篇故事，我就会伤心绝望地把它扔到地板上，一本接一本地扔。毫无例外，每一位作家都无法安抚我的心灵，他们的作品只是轻描淡写地讲着有关某种特殊牌子汽车的故事，这似乎控制了他们天赋的火花塞。

当最后一本杂志被我扔出去的时候，我精神开始振奋了。

“如果读者能忍受如此多的汽车兜售，”我自言自语道，“那么，他们应该也忍受得了塔特的奇效楚楚拉气管炎复方含片。”

如果你能看到该故事发表的话，你应该明白，商业就是商业，如果艺术把商业远远地抛在了身后，商业一定会奋起直追的。

为了让那种药丸卖得更好，我想最好再加上一句，即：在药房里，你是买不到这种叫楚楚拉的植物的。





————————————————————




(1)

  哈里发：伊斯兰教职称谓。





(2)

  哈莫尔恩：德国中北部城市，位于威悉河畔。传说中世纪时老鼠成灾，一个穿彩衣的陌生人吹起魔笛，老鼠就循着笛声走进激流，溺死在河里；但镇上的人毁约拒绝付钱，这个人就再次吹起魔笛，拐走了镇上的孩子。





(3)

  三十三人省：乌拉圭东部省名及省会名。





(4)

  貘：一种濒危动物。





(5)

  格罗弗·克利夫兰：Grover Cleveland（1837-1908），曾出任美国第二十二届（1885-1889）和第二十四届（1893-1897）总统，民主党人。





(6)

  这里的墨斯先生指“赫尔墨斯”（Hermes）希腊神话中商业、演说、竞技之神，作者在这里把“Heren”拆开用成了德文中的“墨斯先生”（Herrmees），因此有了下文“德国的无政府主义者”之说。





(7)

  尼布甲尼撒：公元前6世纪的巴比伦国王。





(8)

  英文中有谚语“Handsome is he who does handsomely.”意思是“行为漂亮，才是真的漂亮”，这里故事的主人公把这句谚语改造为“言语漂亮，才是真的漂亮。”





(9)

  银河：英语为“milk way”，字面意思为“牛奶路”，因而故事中有“银河上撒下来的两夸脱奶油”的比喻。





汽车等待的时候



黄昏时分，那个穿着灰色衣服的姑娘又如约而至，出现在这个小小的、寂静的公园的偏僻角落。她坐在长椅上，摊开一本书读着，因为至少还有半个小时的时间，余晖才会敛尽，现在书上的字迹还能够看得清。

重复一遍：她穿着灰色的衣裙，朴素无华，足以掩盖式样上和剪裁上的缺陷。一幅网眼很大的面纱罩住了她那顶无檐帽，也罩住了她恬静安详的美丽面容。昨天的同一时间她就来过这里，还有前天也是如此；有一个人，注意到了这些。

了解情况的年轻小伙子就在附近徘徊，希望伟大的幸运之神能给他带来好运。他的虔诚果然得到了回报，姑娘在翻动书页时，书从她的手上滑落下来，刚好磕在长椅上，弹到了足足有一码远的地方。

年轻人迫不及待地朝这本书扑过去，带着公园里和公共场合盛行一时的神情——彬彬有礼地献殷勤，满怀希望，其中还掺杂着些许对巡警的敬畏——把书递还给它的主人。他用悦耳迷人的嗓音，冒昧开口，说了句关于天气的无关紧要的话——这个话题引发了世间多少不幸的开场白——然后直挺挺地站了一会儿，静静等待自己命运的裁决。

姑娘从容不迫地上下打量着他，看了看他那普普通通、但也算是干净整洁的衣服，以及他那没什么特殊表情的相貌。

“如果您愿意，您可以坐下来。”她用故作低沉的嗓音说道，“真的，我希望您能坐一会儿。现在光线太暗了，没法看书。我更愿意聊聊天。”

幸运女神的这位仆人便顺从地在她身边坐下。

“您知道吗，”他说道，开口就是公园负责人宣布开会时惯用的套话，“我很久以来都没有见过您这么迷人的姑娘！从昨天起，我的视线就离不开您了。您知道吗，有人已经被您这双闪烁动人的双眸迷得神魂颠倒啦，你还不知道吧，小妞儿？”

“不管您是什么人，”姑娘用冷冰冰的语调说，“您最好明白，我是一位上等女人。我可以原谅您刚刚说过的话，因为，毫无疑问，这种错误算不了什么——在您生活的圈子里。我请您坐下，假如我的这个邀请使您错误地认为我是您的什么‘小妞’，那么，我收回我的邀请。”

“我诚心诚意请求您原谅。”年轻人恳求说，他原先春风得意的神情一下子变成了忏悔和谦卑，“全都是我的不对，您知道——我是说，公园里有些女孩儿，您知道——也就是，您当然不知道，可是……”

“好了，换下一个话题吧。我当然知道。现在，给我讲讲这几条马路上熙熙攘攘、行色匆匆的人们吧。他们要到哪里去？他们为什么如此匆忙？他们幸福吗？”

年轻人迅速抛开了调戏挑逗的神情。他现在只能等待。他猜不出自己该扮演一个什么样的角色才好。

“观察他们的确很有趣，”他顺着她的口气回答，“生活就是一出绝妙的戏剧。有些人赶着去吃晚饭，有些人去——呃——去其他地方。真想知道他们都有哪些身世经历。”

“我不想，”姑娘回答，“我不那么好奇。我来这里坐一会儿，是因为在这儿，只有在这儿，我才能接近人类伟大的、搏动的、共通的心脏。我的生活地位使我永远无法感受到这种搏动。您想得出来为什么我会跟您说话吗？您是……”

“帕肯斯达克。”小伙子赶紧回答，同时，流露出一种急切、期望的神情。

“不，我不能告诉你我的姓氏，”姑娘举起一根纤细的手指，莞尔一笑，说道，“一说出来您就会立刻认出我的。想要让自己的名字避开报纸杂志根本不可能。甚至连照片也是一样。这幅面纱，还有我的女仆的这顶帽子正好使我能掩盖自己的身份。您应该注意到了，我的司机正朝我看，他还以为我没发现他呢。坦白地说，就那么五六个姓氏属于显赫的名门望族，而我，就生于其中一家。我跟您谈话，帕达金珀特先生——”

“帕肯斯达克。”年轻人小心地更正。

“——帕肯斯达克先生，是因为我想和一个淳朴普通的人——一个没有被卑劣的财富和所谓的上流社会所玷污的人——交谈，哪怕一次也好。哎！您不知道我对周围的一切有多么厌烦——金钱！金钱！金钱！还有围绕在我身边的那些男人，装腔作势，就像小小的提线木偶，都是一个模子里刻出来的。我厌倦了寻欢作乐、珠宝、旅行、社交，以及各种各样的豪华奢侈。”

“我倒是一直有个想法，”年轻人支支吾吾，试探着说，“金钱肯定是个好东西。”

“有足够的金钱能生活得舒舒服服就行啦。可是当一个人拥有数以百万计的金钱时……”她做了一个绝望的手势，就此结束了这句没说完的话。“生活的单调和乏味会使人感到厌倦。”她接着说，“驾车兜风、出席宴会、剧院看戏等等一切都镀上了财富的奢靡色彩。有时候，我香槟酒杯里冰块的叮当响声就几乎让我发疯了。”

帕肯斯达克流露出真正感兴趣的样子。

“我一直就喜欢看书报上写的，”他说，“或者打听时髦而阔绰的人士的生活方式。我想我大概太爱慕虚荣，不过，我喜欢掌握准确的细节。哦，我一直认为香槟酒是连瓶冰镇的，而不是在酒杯里加冰块。”

姑娘听到这话，发出一阵悦耳的笑声。

“您应该知道，”她用一种宽容谅解的语调解释道，“我们这些有闲阶级，就是靠着标新立异来打发日子。目前的时尚就是把冰块放在香槟里。这主意最初是一位来访的鞑靼王子在沃尔多夫饭店用餐时想出来的。恐怕用不了多久，就会有其他心血来潮的念头取代它。正如这个星期麦迪逊大街举行的一次餐宴，每位来宾的盘子旁边都放了一只绿色的小山羊皮手套，好让客人们吃橄榄的时候戴上。”

“我懂了，”年轻人谦虚地承认，“小圈子里这些特殊的娱乐方式，普通大众怎么能知道呢。”

“有时候，”姑娘接着说，微微欠身，表示接受了他的认错，“我曾经想过，如果有一天我会谈恋爱，我也可能会选择一个出身低微的男人。他是一个自食其力的劳动者，而不是个寄生虫。不过，毫无疑问，对等级和财富的追求会超越我选择的意愿。目前就有两个人在追求我。其中一位是日耳曼某个公国的大公。我猜他有或者曾经有过一个妻子，已经被他的放纵和残忍逼得发了疯。另一个是一位英国侯爵，此人极其冷漠贪婪。相比之下，我情愿选择那个恶魔般的大公。我怎么会把这些事情都讲给您了呢，派肯斯达克先生？”

“帕肯斯达克，”年轻人深深吸了一口气，纠正道，“说真的，您能对我如此真诚，使我深感荣幸。”

姑娘冷漠地注视着他，不带丝毫感情，那副神情倒也适合他们之间悬殊的地位。

“您是做什么工作的，帕肯斯达克先生？”她询问。

“一个非常卑微的工作。不过我希望有一天能在这个世界上出人头地。您刚才说您会爱上一个出身贫寒的人，您是认真的吗？”

“当然是认真的。不过我说的是‘可能’。您知道，还有大公和侯爵呢。没错，只要那个男人符合我的心思，不管职业多么低微都没关系。”

“我在一家餐馆里工作。”帕肯斯达克先生宣称。

姑娘微微一震。

“不是服务员吧？”她问，语气中带着央求的味道，“劳动是高尚的，可是——伺候别人，您了解——仆人什么的……”

“我不是服务员。我是收银员，就在——”他们正面对着的公园外有一条街，街上挂着一块灯光耀眼的招牌，上面写着“饭店”字样——“您看见那家餐馆了吗？我就在那里做收银员。”

姑娘看了看左腕上一只镶在款式华丽的手镯上的袖珍手表，急匆匆地站了起来。她把书塞进一只挂在她腰上的闪闪发光的手提袋里，但是，书太大了，袋子塞不下。

“您为什么没有上班呢？”她问道。

“我值夜班，”小伙子回答，“离我上班的时间还有一个小时。我还能再见到您吗？”

“我不知道。也许吧——但我可能不会再这么心血来潮了。现在我得赶紧走啦。我还要赶去参加一个晚宴，之后要去剧场的一个包厢看戏——接着，噢！总是老一套。您来这里的时候也许注意到了，公园前面拐角停着一辆汽车，车身是白色的那辆。”

“红色车轮的那辆？”年轻人问道，若有所思地皱起了眉头。

“对，我就是坐那辆车来的。皮埃尔在车里等我，他还以为我在广场对面的百货大楼买东西呢。想想这种生活过得多沉重，连自己的司机都不得不隐瞒。再见。”

“可是，现在天已经黑了，”帕肯斯达克先生说，“公园里到处都是些粗鲁的男人。我可不可以送您一程——”

“假如您尊重我小小的意愿的话，”姑娘坚决地说，“我希望您等我离开后，在这张长椅上坐十分钟再走。我不是说您有什么恶意，不过也许您知道，汽车上一般都有车主人姓氏的字母。好了，再见。”

在暮色中，她迅速而优雅地离开了。小伙子注视着她那优美的身影，看她走上公园旁边的人行道，然后转身向停着那辆汽车的拐角走去。这时，小伙子毫不犹豫地行动了，他偷偷借着公园里树丛的掩护，躲躲闪闪，快速行进，沿着与姑娘平行的路线，一路紧紧盯着她。

她走到拐角，转头看了看那辆汽车，随即经过汽车，向街对面走去。年轻人躲在一辆停在路边的马车后面，密切关注着她的一举一动。姑娘沿着公园对面的人行道，走进了那家打着耀眼灯光招牌的餐馆。这地方由刺眼的白漆和玻璃装饰而成，里面一览无余，人们可以在那里吃到价格低廉的饭菜。姑娘穿过餐馆，走到里面一个隐蔽的角落，很快又走了出来，已经摘掉了她的帽子和面纱。

收银员的柜台在靠近店门的地方。一个红头发的姑娘一边从凳子上撤下来，一边不太乐意地瞟了一眼时钟。身着灰衣服的姑娘登上了她的位置。

小伙子把手往裤兜里一插，沿着人行道慢慢地走了回去。在拐角的地方，他的脚踢到了一本平装的小书，他把它踢得滑到了草皮边上。从绘着图画的封面上，他认出这就是那位姑娘刚刚阅读的。他漫不经心地把书捡起来，看到书名是《新天方夜谭》，作者署名是史蒂文森。他把书重新扔回到草地上，迟疑地犹豫了片刻。然后他坐进那辆等待的汽车，舒服地往坐垫上一靠，简短地命令司机：

“俱乐部，亨利。”




公主与美洲狮



这样的故事里当然得有国王和王后。国王是一个身上佩着几支六响手枪，靴子上安着踢马刺的令人害怕的老头儿；他的嗓门是如此洪亮，以至于连草原上的响尾蛇听到了恐怕都会吓得往刺梨树下的洞里钻了。在他拥有这样显赫的家世之前，人们叫他“轻声细语的本恩”。当他拥有五万英亩土地和数不清的牛群时，他就被人们叫做“牛王”奥唐奈了。

王后是一个拥有墨西哥血统的拉雷多人。她是一个善良、温柔、地道的科罗拉多州主妇，甚至成功地教导了本恩在家里说话时尽可能降低分贝，免得把家里的碗碟震坏了。本恩还没有成为国王的时候，她每天坐在刺头牧场正宅的回廊上编织草席。当从圣安东尼运来的软垫椅子和大圆桌也随着源源不断的财富跑到她们家的时候，她就低下了她那油黑发亮的脑袋，开始经历达纳埃
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 一样的命运了。

其实在这个故事里，国王和王后并不出场，但是为了避免冒犯君主，我不得不先给你们介绍一下他们。这个故事的题目其实应该是这样的——“美丽的公主、幸福的向往和大煞风景的狮子”。

公主约瑟法·奥唐奈是这对国王夫妇唯一活下来的女儿。她遗传了母亲热情的性格和亚热带皮肤那种微黑的美。她继承了父亲本恩·奥唐奈国王的胆魄和统治才能，并从父亲那里学到了大量的常识。能见识一下这样一个吸纳了父母双方优良基因的人物，就算跑上很远的路都值得。约瑟法骑马飞奔的时候，能够对着一串挂在绳上摇摆的西红柿罐头开枪，六发中至少有五发会中。她会给她的小白猫穿上各种各样好笑的衣服，一连跟它玩上好几个小时。根本不用铅笔比划，她很快就能在脑子里给你算出，总共一千五百四十五头两岁的小牛，八块五毛钱一头的话，可以卖多少钱。粗略估算一下，多刺牧场约有四十英里长、三十英里宽——不过大部分土地是租来的。约瑟法骑着马儿，足迹踏遍了牧场的每一寸土地。牧场上的每一个牧童都见过她，甘愿做她忠心的奴仆。里普利·吉文斯是多刺牧场上一个牛队的头目，有一天看见这位公主时，便有了想跟王室攀姻亲的想法。癞蛤蟆想吃天鹅肉？话也不能这么说。那个年代，纽西斯一带的男子个个都是条汉子。不过归根结底呢，我们的这位牛王也不是什么正室血统。“牛王”这个称号通常只是表明：这个人在偷牛技巧方面的资质很高。

有一天，里普利·吉文斯骑马到双榆牧场打听一群走失的小牛的消息。由于回来时动身晚了些，当他到达纽西斯河的白马渡口时，太阳已经落山了。这里离他自己的营地有十六英里，到多刺牧场也还有十二英里。吉文斯决定在渡口过夜，因为他觉得太累了。

达纽西斯河河床上有个清澈的水潭子。两岸是郁郁葱葱的大树，还有一些灌木丛。水潭后面五十码远是一大片野生的牧豆草地——这可为他的马儿提供了一顿晚餐，也为他自己准备了一个天然的大床。吉文斯拴好马，把鞍毯摊开晾着。他坐下来，靠在一棵树上，卷着一支烟。突然，从河边茂密的丛林里传来一声让人害怕的怒吼。拴着的马儿在绳子的一端躁动不安地舞动着，害怕地喷着鼻息。吉文斯一边抽着烟，一边从容地拿起草地上的枪套，拔出手枪，转了转子弹，试了一下。一条大纲鱼扑通一下跳进了水滩潭子，在水面上溅起了大大的水花。一只棕色的小兔子跳过一丛猫爪草，坐了下来，抽搐着胡须，滑稽地望着吉文斯。小马继续吃着草。

黄昏时分，当一头墨西哥狮子在干涸的河道旁边高声吟唱的时候，最好提高警惕。它歌词的大意可能是：小牛和肥羊看不到，只吃肉的狮子只好跟眼前的你玩玩儿。

吉文斯看到草地上有一只被以前的露宿者扔下的空水果罐头，满意地咕哝了一声。在他马鞍后面系着的上衣口袋里还有一些磨碎的咖啡呢。哇，苦咖啡和纸烟！有了这两样东西的牧牛人，你还想羡慕什么啊？

不到两分钟，一小堆明快的篝火就被他点起来了。他拿着罐头朝水潭走去。在离水潭十五码远时，他透过灌木丛看到左边不远处有一匹正耷拉着缰绳吃草的小马，马背上备着马鞍，是女孩用的那种侧鞍。撑着手跪在水潭子旁边喝水的是约瑟法·奥唐奈，她喝完水站了起来，又拍去掌心上的泥沙。吉文斯观察到，有一头蹲着的墨西哥狮子，隐蔽在一丛荆棘背后。它琥珀色的眼珠里射着饥饿的光芒，离眼睛有六英尺的尾部挺着笔直的尾巴，这尾巴挺得像要进攻前的猎狗一样。它挪动着后腿，这是猫科动物跳跃前的准备。

吉文斯尽其所能了。他的六响手枪被甩在三十五码远的草地上。他大喊一声，蹿到了狮子和公主中间。吉文斯事后回忆说，这场“格斗”简短而混乱。当他冲到前线上的时候，伴随着隐约的两声枪响，他看到空中闪过一个模糊的影子。然后，上百磅重的墨西哥狮子“扑通”一声砸在他的脑袋上，把他一下子就压在了地上。就在这个时候，他还不忘大声喊叫，说：“让我起来——这不公平！”随后，他从大虫子一样的死狮子下面爬了出来，满嘴的青草和泥巴，后脑勺上还有一个大包，那是磕在水榆树根上弄的。吉文斯觉得受到了伤害，认为别人违反了游戏规则，不满地在狮子面前挥动着拳头，冲它吼道：“我们再来二十回合——”可他立即就明白过来了。

约瑟法站在原地，平静地为她那镶着银把柄的三八径手枪里装子弹。对于她来说，打死这头狮子并非难事。比起悬在绳子上的番茄罐头盒子，狮子脑袋这个目标要大多了。她嘴角和黑眼睛满是笑意，这笑里带着一丝挑逗和戏弄，让人恼火。这位想英雄救美、但并未成功的骑士觉得脸上发烧，又羞又恨的火焰一直烧到他的心里。这本来是一个机会的，他梦寐以求的机会，可是制造这次机会的却不是爱神丘比特，而是嘲弄之神莫摩斯。不用说，森林中的精灵们一定都在捂着嘴巴偷偷嘲笑他呢。这看起来有点像部小丑剧——吉文斯先生和玩具狮子联袂主演的小丑剧。

“是吉文斯先生吗？”约瑟法用她那甜美的嗓音问道，声调淡定而低沉。“你的惊叫声差点就让我打偏了。你跌倒的时候没伤着自己的头吧？”

“哦，没事，”吉文斯平静地说，“没怎么伤着。”他羞愧地弯下腰，从大野兽身下拽出了他那顶最好的斯特森帽子。帽子被压扁了，皱皱巴巴的，倒是很有喜剧效果。随即，他跪了下去，温柔地抚摸着死狮子张着大嘴的令人害怕的脑袋。

“可怜的老比尔！”他悲惨地哭喊着。

“怎么了？”约瑟法尖锐地问道。

“你当然不理解了，约瑟法小姐。”吉文斯说，神情中流露出悲哀，但没有超过对对方的宽恕。“谁也不能怪你啊。我想救它，但是却无法及时告诉你。”

“救谁呀？”

“老比尔啊。我已经找了一整天了。你知道吗，它是我们营地养了两年的宠物。可怜的老家伙，它连一只白尾灰兔都没伤害过呢。营地里的兄弟们要是知道它死了，一定很伤心。当然，大家不会怪你的，你也不知道比尔是逗你玩儿的。”

约瑟法的黑眼睛目不转睛地看着他，里普利·吉文斯知道自己的谎言成功了。他若有所思地站在那里，揉了揉黄褐色的头发，眼神里满是悔恨，还夹杂着一丝温和的责备。他那光洁的脸上摆出了一副毋庸置疑的悲伤。约瑟法被他的表情弄得有点犹豫，不知道该不该相信。

“那你们的宠物跑到这里来干什么啊？”她借助最后一点底气，不服输地问道，“白马渡口附近又没有营地。”

“这个老家伙昨天从营地里逃了出来。”吉文斯不假思索地回答道，“真奇怪，丛林狼竟没有把它吓坏。我们营地里的吉姆·韦伯斯特，你知道的，是给我们管马的人，上星期给我们营地带来了一只小猎狗。这个小家伙可害惨了比尔——它一连好几个小时地跟在比尔后面，咬它的后腿。每天晚上睡觉的时候，比尔为了躲开它，总是偷偷地钻到大家的毯子下面睡觉。我估计它一定是迫不得已，或者说是走投无路了才会想着逃跑的；不然，它是不会这么做的，它离开营地就会害怕。”

约瑟法看看那只猛兽的尸体。吉文斯轻轻地拍着它那可怕的爪子，这爪子一脚下去就可能拍死一头周岁的小牛。一片红晕慢慢在那姑娘深橄榄色的脸上散开来。这是一个真正的猎人因为错打死了一只猎物而感到羞愧的一种表情吗？她的眼光开始变得柔和，低垂的眼睑赶走了先前所有的嘲弄。

“对不起，”她谦逊地说，“它看起来好大啊，跳得又那么高，所以……”

“可怜的老比尔肚子饿啦，”吉文斯打断公主的话，立即替死去的狮子辩解道，“在营地里，我们总是叫它跳起来才给它吃的。它曾经还为了一块肉在地上打过滚儿呢。它看到你时，希望你能给它点吃的，所以才跳那么高。”

突然间，约瑟法的眼睛睁得好大。

“我以为我打着你了，”她大声说，“你刚好在中间。你为了救你的宠物可以不惜自己的生命。吉文斯先生，你真是一个好人。我喜欢善待动物的人。”

现在，她的眼神里甚至出现了钦佩之情。不管怎样，一个英雄从一败涂地的废墟中诞生了。吉文斯脸上的神情可以替他在“防止虐待动物协会”里谋一个很高的职务了。

“我向来就喜欢动物，”他说，“马呀，狗呀，墨西哥狮子呀，牛呀，鳄鱼呀……”

“我讨厌鳄鱼，”约瑟法立马反对说，“脏兮兮的，让人毛骨悚然！”

“我说鳄鱼了吗？”吉文斯说，“我说的肯定是羚羊。”

约瑟法的良心让她想做更进一步的补偿。她懊悔地伸出了手，眼眶里满是晶莹的泪珠。

“吉文斯先生，请原谅我，好吗？你知道的，我只不过是个小姑娘，一开始我被它吓到了。对打死比尔这件事，我觉得非常非常地难过。你不知道我有多么羞愧。要是早知道事情的真相，我绝不可能这么做。”

吉文斯握住她伸出来的手，并且将自己的手在她的手上停留了一会儿，用他的宽恕战胜了因失去比尔而带来的伤痛。很显然，最后，他原谅了约瑟法。

“你就不要再提这件事啦，约瑟法小姐。比尔的模样足以让任何一位年轻的小姐害怕的。我会向弟兄们好好解释的。”

“你真的不恨我吗？”约瑟法冲动地靠近了他。她的眼神甜蜜——不仅如此，那种甜蜜里还带着要真诚忏悔的恳求。“谁要是杀了我的小猫，我一定会恨死他的。你是如此善良和勇敢，冒着生命的危险去救你的宠物。现在像你一样的人真少啊！”从失败中夺得了胜利！小丑剧变成了正剧！干得真不错啊，里普利·吉文斯！

现在已经是黄昏了，当然不能让约瑟法小姐一个人骑马回家。吉文斯重新安上马鞍，准备送公主回家，尽管他的马儿很不情愿。一个是公主，一个是爱护动物的人，两人策马扬鞭，并行走过柔软的草地。肥沃的土地散发着泥土的清香，美丽的花儿甜蜜而又温馨。远处小山上传来丛林狼的阵阵尖叫。这也没啥可怕的，可是——约瑟法还是策马向吉文斯靠拢了一些，一只小手似乎想要抓住什么。吉文斯用自己的手找到了它。两匹马儿一起并肩散着步，两只手儿紧紧拉在一起。一只手的主人说：“以前我从没有害怕过，可是你想想看，如果遇到一头真正的野狮子，那将是多么可怕啊！只是可怜了比尔！不过现在有你陪着我真开心！”

奥唐奈坐在房屋的回廊上。

“喂，里普！是你吗？”他冲着来客嚷道。

“他送我回来的。”约瑟法说，“我找不到路了，所以晚了。”

“非常感谢你。”牛王对他说道，“今晚别走了，等天亮了再回营地吧，里普。”

但是吉文斯没有。他要赶回营地去。黎明时将有一群肉牛被运走。他道了晚安，骑上马，走了。

一个小时后，灯熄了，约瑟法穿着睡衣，走到她卧室门口，向隔着砖铺过道的里屋大声喊：“嗨，爸爸，你知道那只‘独耳魔王’吗——就是害死了马丁先生的牧羊人冈萨勒斯，还在萨拉达牧场捕杀了五十来头小牛的那只墨西哥老狮子？呵呵，今天下午在白马渡口，我把它干掉了。在它准备跳起的时候，我用我的三八式手枪对着它的脑袋‘砰砰’给了两枪。我知道它的左耳朵被老冈萨勒斯用砍刀削去了一大片，所以认识它。你自己不一定有我打得准吧，爸爸？”

“你这鬼丫头！”“轻声细语的本恩”在熄了灯的王宫里打雷似的回了一句。





————————————————————




(1)

  达纳埃：希腊神话中的一个人物，阿戈斯国王的女儿，被囚禁在铜塔内。





人生的波澜



治安官贝纳加·威德普坐在办公室的门口，抽着他那根接骨木烟斗。高耸入云的坎伯兰山脉，在午后的雾霭中呈现一片灰蒙蒙的蓝色。一只花斑母鸡大摇大摆地走在“居留地”大街上，“咯咯咯”地叫个不停。

路上传来了车轴吱吱呀呀的声音，随后扬起了一团沙尘，接着出现了一辆牛车，车上坐着兰西·比尔布罗和他老婆。牛车在治安官的办公室门前停了下来，夫妻两人都从车上爬下来。兰西有六英尺高，身材瘦高，有着浓褐色的皮肤和黄色的头发。大山里冷峻的气氛像一副盔甲笼罩在他的全身。那个女人身穿花布衣服，身材瘦削，头发拢起，神情中显出莫名的烦恼；透过这些，流露出一丝枉度青春的淡淡哀怨。

治安官为了保持尊严，忙把双脚伸进鞋子，然后起身，把他们请进屋。

“我们俩要离婚。”女人说道，声音仿佛寒风扫过松林。她望了兰西一眼，看他是否认为她对他俩的事情所做的陈述有错误、含糊、回避、不公或是偏袒自己的地方。

“要离婚，”兰西严肃地点点头，重申道，“我们俩怎么也过不到一起了。即使夫妻和和美美，住在山里也够寂寞的了；何况她在家里不是像野猫一样乱嚎乱叫，就是像猫头鹰一样阴沉着脸，男人凭什么要和她一起过日子。”

“什么鬼话，他自己是个没出息的窝囊废，”女人说着，并不十分激动，“成天跟那些无赖和私酒贩子鬼混，灌了玉米酒回来就倒头大睡，还养了一群饿狗叫人家来喂！”

“她动不动就摔锅盖，”兰西反唇相讥，“把滚烫的水往浣熊狗身上泼，那么好的猎狗，在坎伯兰山里都没有第二条；她还不肯给男人做饭吃，深更半夜还骂骂咧咧地唠叨个没完，闹得人整夜睡不着觉！”

“他老是抗缴税款，在山里得了个二流子的名声，谁晚上还能睡得着觉呢？”

治安官开始不慌不忙地执行起公务来。他把唯一的一把椅子和一张木凳并排摆好，让两位原告坐好，然后打开桌子上的法令全书，开始仔细查阅索引。没多久，他擦了擦眼镜，把墨水瓶挪动了一下，说道：“法律和法令，就本法庭的权限而言，并没有涉及离婚的问题。但是根据平等的原则，根据宪法、《圣经》的金科玉律，来而不往非礼也。既然治安官有权批准婚姻，那么显而易见，他也有权替人办理离婚事宜。本庭可以发放离婚证书，并遵守最高法院决定，认可它的效力。”

兰西·比尔布罗从裤袋里掏出一个放烟叶的小布袋。他从袋子里摸索出一张五元的钞票放在桌上，说：“这是卖一张熊皮和两张狐皮换来的，我们的钱全在这儿了。”

“本庭办理一件离婚案的费用，”治安官说，“就是五元钱。”他装出一副满不在乎的样子，把那张钞票塞进粗呢坎肩的口袋里。然后，经过一番冥思苦想，费了好大力气，他才把证书写在半张大纸上，然后在另外半张上照抄一遍。兰西·比尔布罗和他老婆静听他宣读了那份将给他们带来自由的文件：







根据法律条文，现公之于众：兰西·比尔布罗与其妻子阿里艾拉·比尔布罗今日亲自来到本法官面前议定，两人自即日起恩断义绝，不论今后身处何境。订立协议之时，当事人神志清醒，身心健全。按照本州治安和法律的尊严，特发此离婚证书为凭。上帝作证，今后互不相涉，永无反悔。





田纳西州，比德蒙特县



治安官　贝纳加·威德普






法官正要把一份证书递给兰西，突然被阿里艾拉的声音制止住。两个男人一齐望着她。他们男性的迟钝遭遇了女人突如其来的节外生枝。

“法官，你先别把证书给他，事情还没有完全了结。我得先要求我的权利，我要拿到赡养费。做丈夫的把妻子甩了，一分钱的生活费都不给，那可不行。我打算到霍格巴克山我哥哥埃德家去，总得买双鞋子，还有鼻烟和别的什么东西。兰西既然有钱付离婚费，就得给我赡养费。”

兰西·比尔布罗听得目瞪口呆。他以前从没有听她提起过什么赡养费。女人总是要节外生枝，提出意想不到的问题来。

治安官贝纳加·威德普认为这个问题需要依法裁决。法令全书上没有关于赡养费的明文规定。再说，这个女人确实没有穿鞋子，去霍格巴克山的路不但陡峭，而且满是石子。

“阿里艾拉·比尔布罗，”治安官打着官腔问道，“在本案中，你认为判给你多少赡养费才合适呢？”

“我认为，”她回答说，“要买鞋子还有别的东西，有五块钱就差不多。作为赡养费，这可不算多。不过我觉得，能够让我到埃德哥哥家就行了。”

“数目不能说不合理，”治安官说，“兰西·比尔布罗，在离婚判决书签发之前，本庭判决你付给原告五块钱。”

“我再也拿不出钱了，”兰西心情沉重地说，“我把所有钱都付给你了。”

“你要是不给，”治安官从他眼镜上方严肃地看着他说，“你就是藐视法庭。”

“我想，如果能宽限到明天，”这位丈夫恳求说，“我或许能想办法凑出这笔钱。我从没想过还要给什么赡养费。”

“本案暂时休庭，明天继续审理。”贝纳加·威德普说，“你们两人明天都要出庭听候宣判，然后才能签发离婚判决书。”他坐在门口，开始解鞋带。

“我们去山下的齐亚大叔家，”兰西拿定了主意，“只能在那儿过夜了。”他爬上牛车，阿里艾拉从另一边爬了上去。缰绳一抖，那头小红牛慢吞吞地转了方向，牛车在车轮扬起的滚滚灰尘中缓缓地远去了。

治安官贝纳加·威德普又抽着他那根接骨木烟斗。傍晚时分，他收到了订阅的周报。他看起报来，一直看到字迹在暮色中逐渐模糊。然后，他点燃桌上的牛油蜡烛，又一直看到月亮升起，到了该吃晚饭的时候了。他住在山坡上一棵剥皮白杨附近的双开间的木屋里，回家吃晚饭要穿过一条被密密匝匝的月桂树遮掩的小岔道。他正在这条小岔道上走着，突然，一个黑影从月桂树丛中蹿了出来，用来复枪指着治安官的胸膛。那个人帽子拉得很低，脸上也用什么东西遮住了一大半。

“把钱拿来，”那个人说，“少废话。我神经紧张，手指在扳机上哆嗦着呢。”

“我只有五……五……五块钱。”治安官一边说，一边把钱从坎肩里掏了出来。

“把钱卷起来塞进枪管里。”对方命令道。

这是一张又新又脆的钞票。治安官虽然手指有些颤抖，不太灵活，但把它卷成小筒也并不困难，只是塞进枪口时不那么顺当。

“你现在可以走啦。”黑影说。

治安官不敢逗留，一溜烟儿地跑开了。

第二天，那头小红牛又来了，拖着车子来到办公室门口。治安官贝纳加·威德普知道有人要来，早就穿好了鞋子。兰西·比尔布罗当着他的面把一张五元钞票交给他老婆。治安官直勾勾地盯着那张钞票。它有些卷曲，好像曾被塞进过枪管里。但是，治安官忍住没有做声，别的钞票也很可能被卷曲过。他把离婚判决书分发给两人。那两个人都尴尬地站在那儿，一声不吭，只是慢吞吞地折叠好各自的自由保障书。女人竭力抑制着感情，羞怯地瞥了兰西一眼。

“我想你要赶着车回家去了吧，”她说，“面包放在木架上的铁皮盒子里。我把咸肉藏在烧开水的锅里了，免得狗偷吃。晚上别忘记了给钟上发条。”

“你要去你哥哥埃德家吗？”兰西似乎是漫不经心地问道。

“我要在天黑之前赶到那儿。我不指望他们会忙里忙外地欢迎我，可是我没有别的地方可以投靠了。路很远，我想我还是趁早走吧。那么，我要说再见了，兰西——我的意思是，要是你还愿意说声再见的话。”

“如果谁连再见都不肯说，那简直成了畜生，”兰西的声音里透着委屈，“除非你急着上路，不想听我说。”

阿里艾拉沉默了。她把那张五块钱钞票和她的那份离婚判决书小心地折好，揣进怀里。贝纳加·威德普透过眼镜望着那五块钱到了别人的怀里，不禁一阵心酸。

接着，她说了一句话——那确实是她内心所想的，这句话说明她既可以被视为这世界上众多富于同情心的人当中的一个，也可以使兰西和为数不多的金融巨头相提并论。

“今晚老房子一定会很寂寞，兰西。”她说。

兰西·比尔布罗凝望着坎伯兰山脉，在阳光下，山脉呈现出一片蔚蓝。他没有看阿里艾拉。

“我知道会寂寞的，”他说，“但是人家怒气冲冲，一定要离婚，你怎么能留得住人家呀。”

“又不是一个人要离婚，”阿里艾拉对着木凳子说，“何况，人家又没有让我留下。”

“可人家也没说不留呀。”

“可是也没有人说过要留呀。我想我现在还是动身去埃德哥哥那儿吧。”

“没有人会给那只旧钟上弦。”

“要不要我搭车跟你一路回去，给钟上弦，兰西？”

那个山民的脸上看不出任何激动的表情，但是他伸出一只大手，抓住了阿里艾拉又黑又瘦的小手。她掩饰不住内心的喜悦，本来毫无表情的脸上顿时闪出了光辉。

“那些狗再不会惹你生气了，”兰西说，“我觉得自己以往确实太没出息、太不上进了。那只钟还是由你去上弦吧，阿里艾拉。”

“我的心一直留在那座木屋里，兰西，”她悄声说，“一直跟你在一起。我再也不发火了。我们走吧，兰西，太阳落山前我们可以赶到家里。”

治安官贝纳加·威德普看他们忘记了自己的存在，竟自顾自地向门口走去，只得提出异议。

“我以田纳西州政府的名义，”他说，“严禁你们两人做出藐视本州的法律和法令的事情来。本庭看到两个相亲相爱的人拨开了误会与不和谐的云雾，重归于好，不但非常满意，而且十分高兴。但是维护本州的道德和治安是本庭的职责。本庭提醒你们，你们已经不再是夫妻了，你们已经经过正式的判决离了婚。在这种情况下，你们不再享有夫妻关系下的一切权益。”

阿里艾拉一把抓住兰西的胳膊。难道这些话的意思是，他们刚接受了生活的教训，她就又要失去他吗？

“不过，”治安官接着说，“本庭可以解除离婚判决所造成的障碍。本庭现在就可以举行庄重的结婚仪式，圆满解决争端，恢复本案双方光荣而高尚的婚姻状态。执行这些仪式的手续费，就本案而论，一切包括在内是五块钱。”

阿里艾拉从他的话里又听到了一丝希望，她的手飞快地伸进怀里。那张钞票像着陆的鸽子一般，轻盈地飘落到治安官的桌子上。她和兰西手挽手站着，倾听着使他们重新结合的话语，她那蜡黄的脸颊上又泛起了红晕。

兰西扶她上了车，然后自己也爬了上去，坐在她身旁。那头小红牛再次掉转方向。于是，他们手牵着手，向山里驶去了。

治安官贝纳加·威德普在门口坐下来，脱掉了鞋子。他又一次伸手摸了摸坎肩口袋里的钞票，又一次抽起他那接骨木烟斗。那只花斑母鸡又大摇大摆地走在“居留地”大街上，“咯咯咯”地叫个不停。




没有讲完的故事



现在有人提到地狱的火焰时，不会再一边唉声叹气，一边往自己头上倒灰了
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 。因为现在，传教士也开始告诉我们，上帝不过是镭或者以太或者某种科学上的化合物，我们这些有罪的人所能遭受的报应不过是某种化学反应。这种说法的确是令人兴奋的，可是代代相传的说法至今仍能给我们带来巨大的恐惧。

有两种话题，谁都可以信口开河，爱怎么说就怎么说而不会有人反驳你：一种是你的梦，一种是你听见鹦鹉说了什么。反正梦神和鸟儿都不能做证人，因此无论你说了什么都没有人能指责你。这个故事就是根据一个毫无根据的梦所写的，因为美丽的鹦鹉所说的都是只言片语，所以我只能忍痛割爱，不予选用了。

我做了一个梦，它与涉及《圣经》的考证毫不相关，而是和末日审判这个历史悠久、令人敬畏、让人伤心的问题有关。

加百列吹响了号角
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 ，我们这些没有号角可吹的人只好被提去受审。我发现一边还有一伙职业保证人，身穿庄严的黑长袍，衣领后面开扣。但他们地产的产权似乎出了什么问题，反正不能指望他们能把我们搭救出去。

一个便衣警察——也就是警察中的天使，飞到我面前，抓住我的左翅膀就走。我身边还有一群看起来功成名就的灵魂在受审。

“你和他们是一伙儿的吗？”警察问。

“他们是干什么的？”我问。

“他们呀，”他说，“他们是……”

这些无关紧要的话暂且不表，现在言归正传。

达尔西在一家百货公司工作。她销售的可能是汉堡的花边，或是辣椒，或是汽车，或是百货公司常备的小饰物之类的玩意儿。达尔西每星期只能领到六块钱，其余的都记在上帝经管的总账上——哦，牧师先生，你说那叫“原始能量”吗？好吧，就算是“原始能量总账”吧——记在一个什么人名下的贷方，达尔西名下是借方。

达尔西进公司后的第一年，每星期只有五块钱工资。要是研究一下她是怎样靠这五块钱过日子的，肯定能受益匪浅。你不感兴趣吗？好吧，你可能会对大一点儿的数字感兴趣。六块钱这个数字够大了吧。我来告诉你，她怎样用六块钱来维持一星期的生活吧。

一天下午六点钟，达尔西一边在距离骨髓八分之一英寸的地方插帽针，一边对她的好友（总是侧着左身接待顾客的那个姑娘）萨迪说：“告诉你，萨迪，今天晚上皮吉和我约好了去吃饭。”

“真的吗！”萨迪羡慕地大声叫道，“呦，你可真幸运啊。皮吉是个多金的男人，他总是带着姑娘到奢华的地方去。有一天晚上，他带了布兰奇到霍夫曼大饭店。那儿的音乐真好听，还可以看到许多名流。你准会玩个痛快的，达尔西。”

达尔西急急忙忙地赶回家。她双眼闪闪发亮，双颊泛出了潮红，那是天然的，真正的天然的曙光一般的红色。那天是星期五，她这星期的工资还剩下五毛钱。

街道上挤满了潮水般下班回家的人们。百老汇大街的灯火通明，招致几英里、几里格、甚至几百里格以外的飞蛾蜂拥而至，参加这焦头烂额的锻炼。衣冠楚楚、面目呆板模糊，像是海员养老院里的老水手在樱桃核上刻出来的男人们，扭过头来打量着从他们身边经过、一味向前跑的达尔西。曼哈顿，这朵夜晚绽放的仙人球花，开始舒展开它那苍白的、气味浓烈的花瓣了。

达尔西在一家卖便宜货的商店里停了一下，用仅有的五毛钱买了一条有假花边的衣领。那笔钱本来另有用途：晚饭一毛五，早饭一毛，午饭一毛。另外一毛准备填进她寒酸的储蓄里；五分钱准备浪费在甘草糖上——那种糖能使你的脸像牙痛一样鼓起来，融化的时间也像牙痛那么长。吃甘草糖简直是一种奢侈——就像参加狂欢宴会——可是如果没有了乐趣，生活又会变得怎样呢？

达尔西住的是一间带家具出租的房间。这种房间和包伙食的宿舍有很大不同。住在这种房间里，挨饿的时候是不会有人理会的。

达尔西上了楼，回到西区一座褐色石头建造的房子三层的一间后房，那儿是她的房间。她点上煤气灯。科学家告诉我们，钻石是世界上最坚硬的物质了。他们错了。房东太太知道有一种化合物，同它一比，连钻石都软得像油灰了。她们用这种东西把煤气灯的火眼堵住一大半，就算你站在椅子上撬得手指发红、起泡，也是枉然。发针休想把它撬出来，所以我们可以说它是“坚不可摧”的。

达尔西点燃了煤气灯。借着它发出的相当于四分之一烛光的光亮，我们来看看这个房间。

房间里有一张沙发床，一个梳妆台，一张桌子，一个洗脸架，一把椅子——这就是房东太太提供的所有东西。其余的都是达尔西自己的东西了。她的宝贝摆在梳妆台上：萨迪送给她的一个描金瓷瓶，腌菜作坊送的一组日历，一本解梦的书，盛在玻璃碟子里的扑粉，还有一束扎着粉红色缎带的假樱桃。

一面伤痕累累的镜子前放着基钦纳将军
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 、威廉·马尔登、马尔巴勒公爵夫人和倍范努多·切利尼
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 的画像。一面墙上挂着一个头戴罗马式头盔的爱尔兰人的石膏复制品，旁边有一幅色彩强烈的石印油画，画的是一个淡黄色的孩子正在捕捉一只火红色的蝴蝶。达尔西认为这幅画的艺术成就简直登峰造极，对此，从来没有人提出过异议。既没有人私下议论这幅画是赝品而让她心神不宁，也从没有批评家嘲笑她的昆虫学家过于稚嫩。

皮吉约好七点钟来接她。她正在抓紧时间梳妆打扮；我们不要冒昧，暂且回避一下，随便聊聊别的事情。

达尔西这个房间的租金是每星期两块钱。在平时，她早饭花一毛钱。她一边穿衣服，一边在煤气灯上煮咖啡，煎鸡蛋。星期天早晨，她会花上两毛五分钱在比利饭馆奢侈地吃上一顿小牛排和油煎菠萝饼，另外给服务员一毛钱的小费。纽约市诱惑人的东西太多了，很容易使人奢侈腐化。她的午饭是在百货公司的食堂吃的，每星期共六毛钱，晚饭是一块零五分。还要买晚报的话——你说哪有纽约人不每天看报纸的！晚报要花六分钱，星期天要买两份报纸，一份专门看招聘广告，另一份是要好好读的，两份一共一毛钱。这几项加起来一共是四块七毛六。而且，你总得买点儿衣服吧，还得……

别说这些了。我常听说有便宜得惊人的衣料和用针线创造出来的奇迹，但我始终将信将疑。我很想在达尔西的生活里增添一些根据那神圣、自然、未成文也未实施的公正的天理而应该属于女人的乐趣，可是我的笔不听我的使唤了，没法再写下去。她只去过两次康尼岛，骑过旋转木马。一个人盼望乐趣如果不是以天来计算，而要以年来计算，那未免太乏味了。

形容皮吉用不了几句话。姑娘们提到他时，高贵的猪族
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 就蒙受了不白之冤。在那本蓝色封皮的老单词读本中，关于三个字母组成的单词的那课
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 ，就是皮吉生活的真实写照：他长得肥胖，有着老鼠一般的心灵、蝙蝠一样的习性和猫那样的神气——他衣着华贵，是个鉴别饥饿的专家。他只要朝商店里的姑娘瞟上一眼，就能告诉你，她有多长时间没有吃到过比茶和棉花糖更有营养的东西了，并且误差不会超出一小时。他老是在商业区里转来转去，在百货公司里寻找女店员，邀请她们吃饭。连街上牵着绳子遛狗的人都瞧不起他。他也算是一个典型，但我不能再为他浪费笔墨了，我的笔不是为他服务的，我不是木匠。

差十分七点的时候，达尔西打扮好了。她在那面伤痕累累的镜子前照了一下。效果还比较令人满意：深蓝色的衣服非常合身，帽子上装饰着黑色的羽毛，手套也还算干净，这一切都是她辛辛苦苦省吃俭用得来的，都非常漂亮。

达尔西暂时忘掉了一切，只觉得自己是美丽的，而生活就要把它神秘的帷幕揭开一角，让她欣赏它的奇妙了。以前还从来没有男人邀请她出去过。现在她居然就要投入那种绚烂夺目的上层生活，到那里面享受片刻了。

姑娘们都说，皮吉是舍得花钱的人。一定会有一顿丰盛的大餐，还有音乐，另外，还能看到衣着华贵的女人。姑娘们说起这些的时候，下巴都要掉下来了。而且毫无疑问，她下次还会被邀请的。

她记得，有家商店的橱窗里摆着一件蓝色的真丝上衣——如果每星期攒下的钱从一毛增加到两毛，那样的话——让我们算算——喔，得攒上好几年呢！不过，在第七大街还有一家旧货商店，那儿……

有人敲门。达尔西开门一看，原来是房东太太。她脸上堆着假笑，鼻子还在闻着有没有偷用煤气烧食物的气味。

“楼下有一位先生要见你，”她说，“名叫威金斯。”

对于那些不幸把皮吉当做大人物的倒霉女人，皮吉总以这个名字出现。

达尔西转回身到梳妆台去拿手帕，但她突然停住了，使劲咬着下嘴唇。刚才照镜子时，她只看到了仙境，看到了里面的自己，就像一位刚从漫长的睡梦中醒来的公主。却没有注意到有一个人用忧郁、美丽而严肃的眼神在注视着她，只有这个人关心她的行为，或是赞成，或是反对。这个人就是梳妆台描金镜框里的基钦纳将军。他身材修长挺拔，英俊的脸上露出忧郁的神情，似乎还漂浮着愁云。他正用充满魅力的眼睛盯着她，目光中带着一丝责备。

达尔西像个自动的机器娃娃一样转过身，面对房东太太，说：“告诉他我不去了，随便说个理由，我病了什么的都行。告诉他我不出去了。”

达尔西把门关上、锁好，之后一头扑在床上，哭了足足有十分钟，把她的黑帽檐也压坏了。基钦纳将军是她唯一的朋友，是她心中英武的骑士，他似乎有着淡淡的忧郁。他上翘的胡须让她着迷，他庄重而温和的神情让她有些畏惧。她常常暗自幻想，有朝一日，他会穿着马靴，佩带着铿锵作响的长刀，光临这所小屋，向她求婚。有一次，一个小男孩拿着链条碰到了灯柱上，弄得哗哗直响；她竟然打开了窗子，伸长脖子向外张望。可那只是白日做梦。她知道基钦纳将军远在日本，率领大军与野蛮的土耳其人作战，他根本不可能从描金画框里走出来向她求婚。然而，这个夜晚，的确是由于他看了她一眼，皮吉就被打得落花流水了。没错，至少这个晚上是这样的。

达尔西哭过之后，站起身来，把那身最漂亮的衣服脱了下来，换上那件蓝色的旧睡衣。她不想吃饭了。她唱了《Sammy》中的两段词，接着注意到鼻子旁边长了一个小红点。她弄掉了这个小红点，把椅子搬到破桌子边，用一副旧纸牌给自己算起命来。

“这个不要脸的可恶家伙。”她高声说，“我说了什么话，做了什么事儿，让他觉得我对他有意思？”

九点钟，达尔西从箱子里取出一盒饼干和一小罐果酱，大吃了一顿。她敬了基钦纳将军一块涂好果酱的饼干，但是基钦纳却像斯芬克斯
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 看蝴蝶飞舞那样漠然地望着她，无动于衷（如果沙漠里也有蝴蝶的话）。

“你不爱吃就别吃啦。”达尔西说，“何必这样装模作样地瞪着眼睛责备我呢。要是你也每星期靠六块钱来维持生活，看你还能不能这样神气活现，摆臭架子。”

达尔西对基钦纳将军不敬可不是个好现象。接着，她又气呼呼地把倍范努多·切利尼的脸翻了过去，让他面朝下了。其实，这种行为倒是有情可原，因为她总把他当做亨利八世，对他很不满意。

九点半钟，达尔西对梳妆台上的相片看了最后一眼，便熄了灯，跳上床去。临睡前还向基钦纳将军、威廉·马尔登、马尔巴勒公爵夫人和倍范努多·切利尼默默地看了一眼，算是道了晚安，真是很无聊的事情。

到这里为止，这个故事并不能说明什么问题。其余的情节是后来发生的——有一次，皮吉又请达尔西出去到饭馆吃饭，达尔西比平时更加寂寞，而基钦纳将军又碰巧看错了方向，于是……

我在前面已经说过了，我梦见自己站在一群看起来功成名就的灵魂旁边，一个警察抓着我的胳臂，问我是不是和他们一伙的。

“他们是干什么的？”我问。

“他们呀，”他说，“他们就是那些雇用女工，每星期只给她们五六块钱勉强维生的老板。你和他们是一伙儿的吗？”

“绝对不是。”我说，“我的罪孽没有那么重，我只不过放火烧了一所孤儿院，为了几个钱要了一个瞎子的性命。”





————————————————————




(1)

  “往自己头上倒灰”：这是犹太风俗。悲切忏悔时，要身穿麻衣在须发上涂上灰炭。





(2)

  加百列：Gabriel，据《圣经》记载，加百列本为炽天使，身份显赫而高贵，但因在惩罚埃及人的问题上与上帝有很大分歧，激怒上帝，而被贬入大天界，列为大天使之一，后成为大天使长，位列天堂重要的警卫长职位。传说末日审判的号角就是由他吹响的。





(3)

  基钦纳将军（1850-1916）：第一次世界大战时的英国名将，曾任英国陆军元帅。





(4)

  倍范努多·切利尼（1500-1571）：意大利著名雕刻家。





(5)

  “皮吉”英文为“Piggy”，有“小猪”之意。





(6)

  这里提到的肥胖（fat）、老鼠（rat）、蝙蝠（but）、猫（cat）在英文中都是由三个字母组成的单词。





(7)

  斯芬克斯：狮身人面像。在希腊的斯芬克斯是女首狮身展翅石像，在埃及的是男首狮身无翼石像。





艾基·舍恩斯坦的爱情灵药



蓝光药店位于闹市区，地处鲍威利大街和第一大街之间距离最近的地方。蓝光药店认为，药品可不是卖什么古玩摆设、香水和冰激凌以及苏打水之类东西的地方。如果您想买止痛药，他们绝对不会拿给您夹心糖。

蓝光药店很看不起现代制药业投机取巧的做法。举个例子来说，他们自己浸泡鸦片，渗滤出鸦片酊，制作复方樟脑鸦片酊。时至今日，他们的药丸还是在他们自己高高的配药柜台后面手工制作的。他们先把药放在药店里的瓷板上碾滚揉搓，再用一把药剂刀切分，用食指和拇指搓捏成丸，最后撒上一层氧化镁粉，然后装进圆圆的小硬纸盒里出售给顾客。这家药店就在街角的拐弯处，那里常有一帮衣衫褴褛、头发蓬乱的孩子兴高采烈地做游戏，而他们也成了店里止痛药片和止咳糖浆未来的买主。

艾基·舍恩斯坦是蓝光药店的夜班店员，同时也是顾客们的朋友。药房所在地为纽约东区，在这里，制药业的精髓不是只做表面文章而已。的确，东区的药剂师不仅给人配药，还又是顾问，又是忏悔牧师，给人指导；他们像严师一样，满腹经纶，受人敬重，玄妙的智慧令人敬仰。而他们制作的药嘛，往往是尝都没尝就倒进下水沟的。正因如此，艾基架了副眼镜的长鼻子，和被满腹学识压弯了腰的干瘦身躯，在蓝光药店所在的街区，可以说无人不知、无人不晓；而且，人们都乐于接受他提出的建议和注意事项。

艾基租住着李德尔太太的房子，就在两个街区之外，他也在她家吃早餐。李德尔太太有个女儿，名叫罗曦。没有必要拐弯抹角——您肯定已经猜到了——艾基爱上了罗曦。罗曦使他魂牵梦绕；在他心中，她就像所有纯净的化学药品中浓缩提炼的精华，整间药房没有一样药物能和她相提并论。可是，艾基却生性怯懦，他的满腔希望在他迟疑与退缩的溶剂中一直无法溶解。在柜台后面，他是个高人一筹的人物，精通本行知识，冷静而矜持，对什么都胸有成竹；但一出柜台，他就成了一个优柔寡断、行动迟缓、愚钝至极的家伙，走在路上都要被开车的司机咒骂，他不合身的衣服上面还沾着化学药剂的污渍，散发着东非芦荟油和戊酸盐氨水的味道。

艾基的眼中钉，他药膏里的苍蝇（绝妙的比喻，说得太棒了！），就是昌克·麦克高文。

昌克·麦克高文先生也同样在想方设法，努力争取得到罗曦可爱动人的笑容。但他可不像艾基那样，只是个棒球场上的“外场手”，罗曦的青睐投过来，他立刻就能接到。此外，他还是艾基的朋友和顾客，常常在鲍威利度过一个愉快的夜晚后光顾蓝光药店，不是给擦破皮的地方涂上碘酒，就是在伤口上弄块橡皮膏。

一天下午，昌克·麦克高文像往常那样走了进来，悄无声息，一副从容不迫的样子。他往凳子上一坐，和蔼可亲，让人感到亲切，还一脸刚强而坚定的神情。

“艾基，”在艾基端来捣药钵，坐到他对面，并且忙着把安息香树胶研磨成粉末的时候，他才开口说，“你好好听我说。我要你给我弄些药，要是对我有帮助的话。”

艾基仔细打量着麦克高文先生的脸，想找出以往搏斗留下的痕迹，却一无所获。

“脱掉外衣，”他命令道，“我猜你肯定是肋骨上被人捅了一刀。我告诉过你不知多少回了，总有一天那些拉丁佬会好好收拾你的。”

麦克高文微微一笑。“不关他们的事，”他说，“根本不是什么拉丁佬。不过你诊断的位置倒是没错——就在我的外套里面，靠近肋骨的地方。喂，艾基——今晚我和罗曦要私奔，然后结婚。”

艾基左手的食指紧紧捏住捣药钵的边缘，把它扶稳。他把捣药杵狠狠地敲在了手指上，自己却全然未觉。与此同时，麦克高文先生的微笑也消失了，换上了一副忧心忡忡的神情。

“当然，”他接着说，“如果直到我们约定的时间，她还没有改变主意的话。我们商量私奔的事已经两个礼拜了。有一天早晨她说愿意跟我私奔；到了晚上，她又说不愿意了。我们决定了今天晚上行动，这一次，罗曦下了决心，已经整整两天没有改变主意了。可是，离我们约定的时间还有五个小时，我真怕她到了紧要关头又临阵退场。”

“你刚才说你要买点儿药？”艾基提醒他。

麦克高文显得有些局促不安，一副心烦意乱的样子——这与他平常的举止相比可谓一反常态。他把一本专利药品年鉴卷成一卷，小心翼翼又毫无目的地套在手指上。

“就算给我一百万美元，我也不愿今晚会发生什么事情让好事落空。”他说，“我已经在哈莱姆租了一间小套房，桌子上摆好了菊花，水壶也准备好了，随时可以把水烧开。我还约好了一位牧师，让他九点半的时候在家等我们。一切都准备就绪，万事俱备，只欠东风了。但愿罗曦不要临时变卦！”麦克高文先生没有再说下去，但心中的疑虑仍在折磨着他。

“我还是看不出来，”艾基有些不耐烦了，说道，“这跟你跑到我这儿来买药有什么关系，我又能帮上什么忙吗？”

那位心神不宁的求婚者决定把事情彻底说透，就继续说道：“李德尔那个老家伙一点儿都不喜欢我，有一个星期了，他不让罗曦和我出门。要不是怕少了一个房客，他们早就把我赶出去了。我一个星期能挣二十美元，罗曦逃出她们家那个鸟笼子，和我昌克·麦克高文一起私奔，是绝不会后悔的。”

“实在对不起，昌克，”艾基说，“我还有一个药方要配药，很快就有人来取的。”

“好吧。”麦克高文突然抬起头来，说道，“艾基，你说，有没有一种药——一种药粉什么的，让姑娘吃下去以后，她会变得更喜欢你？”

艾基这才恍然大悟，上嘴唇不由得撇了一撇，表示出鄙夷。但他还没来得及回答，麦克高文就接着说：“蒂姆·莱西告诉我，有一次他从一个住宅区的医生那里搞到一点药，一放到苏打水里给他女朋友喝了下去。才吃了一次，他女朋友就把他当成了世界上最棒的男人，其他男人在她眼里根本一文不值。不到两个星期，他们就结婚了。”

昌克·麦克高文四肢发达，但头脑过于简单了。任何比艾基稍强一点的读者都能看得出来，艾基已经稳操胜券了。他像一名即将攻占敌人阵地的将军，精心谋划，努力避免每一个可能导致失败的疏漏，以求做到万无一失。

昌克满怀希望地继续说：“我觉得，如果我能搞到这样的药粉，今天吃晚饭的时候给罗曦吃下去，也许能让她更加坚定，不至于临阵脱逃。虽然我不认为我需要雇一群骡子把她拽出门；不过女人嘛，说说还行，真干起来就差远了。如果药效能坚持一两个小时，就大功告成了。”

“你们这个愚蠢的私奔计划定在什么时候？”艾基问道。

“九点钟，”麦克高文回答，“七点吃晚饭。八点钟罗曦会假装头疼，要早点上床睡觉。九点钟，老帕文札诺会让我从他后院穿过，那里挨着李德尔家的围墙，墙上有一块板可以取下来。翻过墙我就到了罗曦的窗户下面，可以帮助她从消防梯上下来。因为已经约好了牧师，我们不得不早点出发。只要行动开始后罗曦不会突然撒手不干，那一切都易如反掌。艾基，你能不能给我配点儿那样的药粉？”

艾基慢腾腾地揉了揉鼻子，说道：“昌克，这种药性质特殊，药剂师必须格外小心谨慎。在我认识的人当中，我只信任你，所以才敢放心把药给你。仅仅是为了你，我才会配这种药。你就等着看罗曦怎么为你神魂颠倒吧。”

艾基回到配药柜台后面。他把两颗可溶解的药片碾成粉末，每一颗药片都含有四分之一格令的吗啡。为了增加分量，他又加了点儿乳糖，然后，用一张白纸包得整整齐齐。一个成年人服用了这种药粉，保证要酣睡好几个小时，但是对服用者的健康也不会造成什么危害。他把药包递给了昌克·麦克高文，告诉他最好放在饮料里服下，也接受了这位准备从后院爬墙的罗钦瓦
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 衷心的感谢。

艾基这么做到底有何奥妙，看他的下一步行动，就不言自明了。他派人送了一个口信，请李德尔先生过来，把麦克高文今晚准备和罗曦私奔的计划泄露给了他。李德尔先生是个又矮又胖的男人，肤色灰暗，就像沾满了灰尘的砖头，动作敏捷。

“非常感谢，”他简短地对艾基说，“那个游手好闲的爱尔兰流浪汉！我自己的房间就在罗曦房间的楼上。吃过晚饭后我就上楼，准备好子弹上膛的猎枪，等着他上钩。只要他进了我家的后院，我就叫他躺在救护车上被人抬走，根本就别想什么新婚马车！”

让罗曦在睡神的魔掌中酣睡几个小时，此外还有一个预先得到警告而且全副武装的父亲虎视眈眈地守在那里；艾基觉得，他的情敌在劫难逃，必将一败涂地了。

一整夜，艾基都待在蓝光药店值夜班，同时等着可能会传来的悲剧发生的消息，但却什么都没有等到。

第二天上午八点，值日班的职员来上班了，艾基急匆匆赶往李德尔太太家打探消息。可是，瞧啊！他刚刚走出药店大门，就看见一个人从一辆经过店门口的电车上跳了下来，还一把抓住了他的手。那人不是别人，正是昌克·麦克高文！他脸上带着胜利者的微笑，兴奋得满脸通红。

“大功告成啦！”麦克高文笑得仿佛置身天堂，“罗曦九点准时爬出了消防梯，九点三十分零十五秒，我们在最后一刻赶到了牧师家里。现在她就在那套公寓里，这会儿正穿着件蓝色的衬衣煮鸡蛋呢。上帝啊！我真是太幸运了！艾基，你改天一定要到我们家里来坐坐，和我们一起吃顿饭。我在大桥附近找了一份工作，现在正要赶去上班。”

“那……那个……药呢？”艾基结结巴巴地问道。

“哦，你给我的那玩意儿啊！”昌克说，笑得更加开心了，“哦，事情是这样的。昨天晚上我在李德尔家坐下来吃晚饭的时候，我看着罗曦，心里想：‘昌克，你要想得到这位姑娘，就要用堂堂正正的手段——你不能欺骗这位受过良好教育的姑娘。’因此，我把你给我的那包药放回到口袋里。这时，我将目光转向了餐桌上的另外一个人，我心里想，这个家伙对他未来的女婿太缺乏好感了。于是，我瞅准一个机会，把那包药倒进了老头子李德尔的咖啡杯里，你明白了吗？”





————————————————————




(1)

  瓦尔特·司各特笔下著名的勇士和浪荡公子，在其情人即将要同别人结婚时携其潜逃，后被用来指代男性私奔者。





心灵和摩天大楼



如果你是一位哲学家，你可以做一件这样的事情：爬到一座高层建筑的顶端，从上面往三百英尺以下的地面俯瞰自己的同类，并把他们视如蝼蚁。他们就像夏日池塘水面上没有任何责任的黑色水虫子，毫无目的地爬来爬去，忙忙碌碌地兜着圈子，没有目标。他们甚至还没有蚂蚁那种令人称赞的智慧，至少蚂蚁还知道什么时候该回家吧。尽管蚂蚁地位卑微，但是，它们好歹还能每天回家，换上居家的拖鞋。而你只有继续待在你高贵的位置上。

对于站在高楼顶端的哲学家来说，人类只不过是爬来爬去的卑微的甲壳虫。经纪人、诗人、百万富翁、擦鞋匠、美女、泥灰搬运工还有政客们，都成了小黑点，在比你的大拇指宽不了多少的街道上来来往往，比肩接踵。

站在这么高的地方看城市，能发现整个城市也跟着降级了，变成了一个让人难以名状的大块，由扭曲的建筑物和模糊不清的远景组成。令人敬畏的海洋也不过是个养鸭子的池塘；地球本身也就只是一个被打飞了的高尔夫球。生活中所有的琐碎之事全都不见了。哲学家抬头仰望头顶上无穷的宇宙，在全新的视野下，自己的心灵也随之膨胀了。他觉得自己就成了永恒的子嗣，时间的爱子。凭借着这永远的继承权，太空当然也属于他。一想到有一天，他的同类将穿越这些神秘的天路，在行星之间旅行，他就激动不已。他脚下的钢筋水泥建筑物同渺小的世界比起来，就像是喜马拉雅山上的一粒尘土——而世界也不过是这无数个高速运转的原子中的一个。和这静谧的、浩瀚无垠的宇宙比起来，那些在琐碎的城市里忙忙碌碌的小虫子们，他们所谓的雄心壮志、功名利禄、不足挂齿的胜利以及爱情，又算得了什么呢？

哲学家有这样的想法，那简直是一定的。这想法是根据世界哲学家们的思想汇编起来的，他们还会在最后恰到好处地用一个问号结尾，向人们展示那些站在高处的、深沉的思想家们一刻都不会停止思考。当哲学家乘坐电梯从高楼上下来的时候，他的思想更加开阔了，心绪也变得平静，他关于宇宙进化论的概念一直延伸到了夏季猎户星座腰带上的搭扣。

不过，如果恰好你是一个名叫戴西的女孩，今年十九岁，在第八街的糖果店上班，住在一个阴冷走廊的小卧室里，八英尺长、五英尺宽，每周挣六美元，中午吃一毛钱一份的午餐，早晨六点半就得起床，晚上九点才下班，从来没有研究过那样的哲理，那么，换做你在摩天大楼顶端观察，那看到的可就是另外一番景象了。

有两个年轻人都在追求戴西——就是这个非哲学派的女孩，想让戴西对他们产生好感。一位叫乔，是纽约最小的一家商店的主人，他的店面大约跟市政工程局的工具箱差不多大。它在商业区一座摩天大楼的一个拐角处，看起来就像是筑在大楼上的一个燕子窝。店里就卖水果、糖、报纸、歌曲集、香烟和当季的柠檬水。当严寒的冬季吹拂着他冰冻的发卷时，乔就不得不把水果摊连同自己一起都挪进屋子里去。这个小空间里恰恰只能装得下店主、店主的商品、一个醋瓶大小的炉子，以及一位顾客。

乔不是那种永远能让我们对赋格曲和水果狂热的人。他是一位能干的小伙子，稍微存了一点钱，就想让戴西帮他花掉。他已经邀请过她三次了。

“我有点积蓄了，戴西。”这就算是他的爱情歌曲了，“你知道，我是多么想要你和我一起啊。虽然我那家小店不是很大，不过……”

“哦，不大吗？”非哲学派的姑娘回答道，“为什么这么说啊，我可是听说沃纳梅克正想尽办法要你明年把自己的一部分店面租给他呢。”

戴西每天早晚上下班时都要经过乔所在的街道拐角。

“嗨，你好啊，小不点！”她一贯这样冲他打招呼，“似乎你的店看起来有些空了。你一定是卖了一包口香糖吧。”

“呵呵，我这里是不够大。”乔总会咧嘴一笑，不慌不忙地回答道，“戴西，除了你之外，我这里什么都容不下了。我和我的商店一直在等你呢，欢迎你随时接纳我们。你应该不会让我们等太久吧？”

“商店？”戴西鼻子里轻蔑地哼出一个词，“不过就是沙丁鱼罐头！你说你们在等我？天哪，那恐怕得要你扔出一百磅糖果来，我才能走得进去啊，乔。”

“我不介意做那样公平的交换啊。”乔讨好地说着。

戴西的生存处处受到限制。她不得不在糖果店的柜台和货架之间侧着身子来回穿梭。在她自己租的屋子里，如果说还有什么舒服的话，那就是根本不用迈开步子。相对的墙壁之间距离是如此近，以至于墙上贴的报纸看起来就像是一座喧闹的通天塔。她可以一只手点煤气，另一只手关门，同时还可以看到镜子里的自己高耸着棕色的马尾巴。她有一张乔的照片，放在梳妆台上的镀金的相框里，有时候——但是，她转念一想，仿佛就看到了乔那间狭小、滑稽的商店，就像是高楼拐角放着的一个肥皂盒，这个时候，她的感情马上化为乌有，取而代之的是一阵笑声。

继乔之后的几个月，另一位追求戴西的人出现了。他是去戴西住的那个公寓找房子的时候认识她的。他叫达布斯特，是一个哲学家。尽管年纪轻轻，但他的深厚造诣却一望可知，就像是帕塞伊克制造的手提箱上的标签一样引人瞩目。他从百科全书和实用手册上获取有用的知识；不过，要论他的智慧的话，每当她经过他身边，他甚至连她坐的车的车牌号都搞不清楚，只知道站在马路边吸鼻子。但是，他能告诉你，做豌豆炖牛肉的时候，水和牛肉的比例应该是多少，还顺便跟你说这个菜还有助于肌肉生长；他知道《圣经》里哪一首诗最短；他清楚多少磅钉子可以固定二百五十六块防雨面板；他晓得伊利诺伊州的茨卡基的人口是多少；他懂得斯宾诺莎的理论；他还知道麦凯·通布利先生在客厅当差的第二个仆人叫什么名字；胡萨克隧道有多长；母鸡什么时候孵蛋最佳；他也清楚宾州浮木站和红岸火炉站之间的铁路邮局邮递员的薪水有多少，猫的前腿有几根骨头等等。

对达布斯特来说，丰富的学识不会是负担。他用丰富的数据资料作为装点他语言盛宴的香芹嫩叶；如果让他发现这合你的胃口，那么他就会把这些装盘，送到你的面前。这还不算，就连在寄宿公寓用餐的时候，他都会时不时地拿这些数据做防护墙。他会用数据的炮火轰击你，诸如：一英尺长、五英寸宽、二又四分之三英寸高的条形铁有多重，明尼苏达州斯内特堡的年降雨量是多少等等之类的问题；当你还没完全回过神，正要弱弱地问他为什么母鸡要穿过马路的时候，盘子里最好的一块鸡肉已经被他的叉子叉住了。

进而，这个身手不错的家伙想用英俊的外貌武装自己，把自己搞得油头粉面，他常常在下午三点到商业区购物。这样看来，似乎这个微型店铺的主人乔，有了一个强劲的情敌，值得他剑拔弩张了。可是，乔没什么宝剑强弓。就算有，就他那么点的小店铺，也没有足够的空间让他在那里舞剑拉弓啊。

一个星期六的下午，大约四点钟左右，戴西和达布斯特在乔的小摊前面停下来了。达布斯特戴着一顶丝绸帽，还有——嗯，戴西是个女人，因此，在见到乔之前，这顶帽子是没有机会回到它的盒子里了。他们之所以在这里停下来，貌似只是为了买一包凤梨口味的口香糖。通过橱窗口，乔把口香糖递了出去。看到那顶丝绸帽，乔既没有觉得卑微，也没有变得结结巴巴。

“达布斯特先生正要带我到大楼顶上去看风景呢，”在分别为他们做了介绍之后，戴西说，“我还从来没有去过摩天大楼的楼顶。我想上面一定相当漂亮，相当好玩哦。”

“嗯！”乔附和道。

“从大厦顶楼上看，”达布斯特说，“所有景象一览无余，看到的景象不仅庄严壮观，而且很有教育意义。戴西小姐一定会获得所有你想要的快乐。”

“但是上面风还很大呢，跟这里不一样。”乔说，“戴西，你穿得足够暖和吗？”

“那当然！我已经全副武装啦。”戴西一边回答他，一边对着他紧蹙的双眉顽皮地笑了笑，“乔，你看起来像是装在盒子里的木乃伊。你不是正在给一品脱花生或是苹果啥的开发票吗？你的库存看起来相当多诶。”

戴西开着她最喜欢开的玩笑，“咯咯咯”地笑着；乔也不得不跟着她一起笑。

“你这地方确实是有点狭窄，呃——呃——先生，”达布斯特评论说，“跟这座大楼的尺寸比起来。据我所知，这座大楼有三百四十英尺长，一百英尺宽。按比例来算，你的小店和整个大楼相比就好像是半个俾路支斯坦的面积和美国落基山脉以东的广袤地区，再加上安大略省和比利时的面积相比。”

“是这样啊，老兄？”乔和颜悦色地回敬道，“你自以为很擅长数字，是吧？！那好啊，那请你算一下，如果一头驴子在一又八分之五分钟里停止叫唤，那么它能吃掉多少磅的干草呢？”

几分钟之后，戴西和达布斯特先生从电梯里走了出来，来到了这幢高楼的顶层。然后，他们爬了一段短短的、陡峭的楼梯，就到了楼顶。达布斯特引着戴西来到栏杆前，这可以让她看到底下地面上移动的小黑点。

“它们是什么啊？”她浑身颤抖地问道——她以前从来没有到过像现在这么高的地方。

这个时候，达布斯特就必须要扮演顶楼哲学家的身份了，要把她的心灵引向那浩瀚无垠的宇宙。

“两足动物。”他说，神情严肃，“看他们变成了什么。这不过才是从海拔三百四十英尺的高处上往下看，他们就变成了一群漫无目的、来回游荡的蝼蚁了。”

“噢，他们才不是你说的那样呢，”突然间，戴西大声叫嚷起来——“他们都是人！我看见一辆汽车了。哦，天！我们到的地方有这么高吗？”

“往这边走。”达布斯特说。

他指给她看，他们脚下的这个大城市，远远地望下去就像是排列有序的玩具。尽管现在还早，可是，冬日的下午，有的地方已经率先亮起了灯，七零八落，到处都在闪烁，像星星一样。再往远点看，东南方向的港湾和海洋已经在空中消失了，和天融为一体，真是奇观啊。

“我不喜欢，”戴西叫道，蓝色的双眸里尽是困惑，“我说我们还是下去吧。”

但是，这位哲学家是不会放弃这近在眼前的好机会的。他要让她知道他的思维是多么宽广，他对数字的记忆是多么准确，他对无限空间的精髓了解得是多么透彻。这样的话，她将再也不会满足于在纽约最小的店铺买口香糖了。于是，他开始滔滔不绝地对她讲，说人世间凡尘杂事是多么渺小，就这样稍稍离开地面一点儿，就让人类和他们创造出来的事物，变得竟然跟三十分之一块硬币差不多大；因此，人们应该想想恒星星系，思考思考埃皮克提图
 

(1)



 的名言，并从中得到慰藉。

“我跟不上你的思维。”戴西说，“说实话，我觉得太可怕了。从这么高的地方看人，觉得他们看起来像跳蚤一样。那么多人中，我们看见的其中一个可能就是乔。哎呀，老天！我还以为跟在新泽西一样好呢！老实说，我很害怕待在这里！”

哲学家不以为然地笑了笑。

“在宇宙中，”他说，“地球本身也不过是一粒小小的麦子。抬头往上看。”

戴西抬起头向上看，神情里满是紧张。短暂的一天已经过去，星星已经出现在夜空。

“远处的那颗星星，”达布斯特说，“就是金星，也是俗称的长庚星。距离太阳有六千六百万英里。”

“瞎扯！”戴西精神稍微一振道，“你认为我来自哪里——布鲁克林吗？我们店里的苏西·普莱斯——她哥哥给了她一张去旧金山的票——那才三千英里。”

哲学家宽容地笑了一笑。

“我们这个地球，”他说，“距离太阳有九千一百万英里。宇宙中第一等级的星星有十八颗，它们离太阳的距离是我们离太阳距离的二十万一千一百倍。如果其中有一颗恒星毁灭了，要经历三年时间，我们才能看到它的光线消失。第六等级的星星有六千颗，它们的光线抵达地球需要三十六年的时间。通过一架直径十八英尺的望远镜，我们能看到四千三百万颗星星，其中包括第十三等级的星星，它们的光线要走两千七百年才能到达地球。这每一颗星星——”

“你撒谎，”戴西生气地哭喊起来，“你想用这些吓我。并且你的目的实现了。我想下去了！”

她跺着脚。

“大角星……”哲学家安慰着她说道，但是，就在这时，他的讲话被广阔无垠的自然界打断了。他只不过是想努力地用自己的记忆力，而并非是自己的真心来诠释这个广阔无垠的自然界。然而，对于用心诠释自然界的人来说，星星在夜空中闪烁，它们那柔和的光线是给那些幸福地在星光下漫步的情侣的。如果，你在九月的夜晚，挽着心上人的胳膊，就会觉得那些星星触手可及，只要一踮脚就可以摸到。它们的光线怎么可能要花三年才能到地球呢？！纯属瞎说！

天空的西边划过一颗流星，这座摩天大楼的顶层被照得如同白昼。那道闪亮火红的抛物线划过天际，往东方飞去了，一边飞，一边发出“嘶嘶”的响声。戴西尖叫起来。

“带我下去。”她哭喊着，情绪激烈。“你——你这个数字狂！”

达布斯特带她走到电梯间，进入电梯。她恐慌地睁大眼睛，从电梯快速下降直至缓慢地停下，她都一直在发抖。

一出摩天大楼的旋转门，哲学家就把她弄丢了。她突然不见了；留下他不知所措地站着，任何数据或者统计资料都帮不了他了。

这会儿，乔的生意不忙。他把货物腾挪一番之后，终于成功地腾了点儿地方出来。他把一只冰冷的脚放到逐渐冷却的炉子上，点了一支香烟。

突然间，门被猛地推开了。戴西一边哭一边笑，跌撞着扑进他的怀里，把水果糖撞得满地都是。

“噢，乔，我已经去过摩天大楼了。这里才是温暖舒适的家，不是吗？！乔，我已经准备好了，随时等你娶我。”





————————————————————
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  埃皮克提图（55-135）：罗马哲学家。





回合之间



五月的月亮明亮地照着墨菲太太经营的寄宿旅馆。看看历书就知道，现在大部分的地方都在明亮的月光笼罩之下。春天已经盛装出席，枯草也紧跟着热闹起来。公园里已经披上了绿色的新衣，到处都是从西部与南方来的客商。花儿竞相开放，避暑胜地的代理商忙着招揽顾客；空气里都流淌着温和的气息；拉手风琴的、玩纸牌的，还有喷泉随处可见。

墨菲太太寄宿旅馆的窗户都敞开着。一群房客坐在高高的石阶上，屁股下面是像德国薄饼一样的草垫，圆圆的，扁扁的。

靠在二层窗前的是麦卡斯基太太，她在等丈夫回家。桌子上的晚餐都快凉了，热气全跑麦卡斯基太太身上啦。

九点的时候，麦卡斯基先生回来了。他嘴里叼着烟斗，胳膊上搭着外套。他一边不住地跟被他蹭着的那些人道歉，一边在房客们待着的石阶上寻找空隙放脚；那可是一双九号长、四号宽的大脚啊，落脚不容易。

他推开房门时，觉得今晚的情况不对头。这次向他迎面飞来的不再是以往的火炉盖和捣土豆用的木杵，而是麦卡斯基太太的声音。

麦卡斯基先生心想，莫非是五月温和的月光把他老婆的心胸给软化了？

“我都听到啦。”取代锅碗瓢盆的声音是这样开始的，“笨手笨脚的家伙，踩到了大街上那些不三不四的家伙的衣角，都会给人家赔不是了，可是对你自己的老婆呢？她把脖子伸得有晒衣绳那么长，靠在窗口等你，就算你踩着她的脖子，你也不会来句‘对不起’。你每周六就知道在加勒吉的店里喝酒，除了剩几个子儿来买吃的，其余的工资全被你喝了。就这点吃的你还不早点回来吃，全被放凉了！还有，收煤气费的今天又跑了两趟。”

“喂，婆娘！”麦卡斯基一边往椅子上扔外套和帽子，一边说道，“你的吵闹声真倒人胃口。你破坏文明礼貌，就是破坏社会根基的基石。当你从女士们面前借过的时候，说声抱歉也是男人应有的绅士风度。你还不赶紧把你的猪脸从窗口拿回来，看看饭怎么样了？”

麦卡斯基太太不情愿地起身走到炉灶旁。她的举止有点异常，这让麦卡斯基先生提高了警惕。她的嘴角突然像气压计的指针那样往下一掉的时候，通常预示着锅碗瓢盆将势如雨下。

“说我是猪脸，是吗？”麦卡斯基太太一面说着，一面猛地把一只盛满咸肉萝卜的炖锅砸向她的丈夫。

对付这个，麦卡斯基先生可不是个新手。他知道第一道菜过后该上什么主菜。桌上有一盘烤猪肉，还装饰着三叶草。他端起来就砸过去，随即回敬他的是装在陶土盘子里的面包布丁。紧接着，丈夫摔过去的一大块瑞士奶酪，很准确地打在麦卡斯基太太的眼睛下面。按理说，当他的婆娘把一壶又烫又黑、还夹杂着一些香味的咖啡掺和到这场战争中的时候，战争就该结束了。

但是麦卡斯基先生不是五毛钱就能打发的那种人。就让那些劣等的波希米亚人用咖啡收尾吧，随他们的便。就让他们那么以为吧，麦卡斯基先生可不是省油的灯。他不是没想过用饭后洗手的大盆，只是墨菲寄宿旅馆没有这种玩意儿，但是随手就可以拿到其他的替代品。他耀武扬威地拿起手边的搪瓷脸盆，朝他妻子头上砸过去。麦卡斯基太太一闪，躲过去了。然后她伸手去拿电熨斗，想把它作为催化剂来结束这场餐具大战。就在这时，楼下传来一声悲痛的尖叫，声音很大，使她和麦卡斯基不由自主地停了下来，暂时休战了。

房子拐角处的人行道上站着克利里警察，他正竖起耳朵探听这家人锅碗瓢盆交战的“嘭嘭”声。

“约翰·麦卡斯基同他太太又交上火啦。”警察心想，“我是不是应该上楼去劝劝他们呢？还是算了吧。清官难断家务事，他们是夫妻，平时又没啥好玩的。也持续不了多久，当然，除非他们去借别人家的东西砸。”

就在这个时候，一楼突然传来一声尖叫，看样子不是出了啥恐怖事件，就是什么极端悲惨的事。“可能是猫在叫吧。”克利里警察一边说着，一边匆匆地朝另一个地方走了。

坐在石阶上的房客们开始骚动起来。卖保险的图米先生天生好打探别人隐私，听到叫声立马就进了屋，他想看个究竟。原来是墨菲太太的小儿子迈克不见了，他打探完回来，告诉了大家。紧随着报信人后面跳出来的是墨菲太太本人——她带着两百磅的眼泪，在那里歇斯底里地叫喊，为她那三十磅重的满脸雀斑的调皮儿子哭得惊天动地。你觉得这很做作，很假，是吗？但是图米先生还是挨着女帽商珀迪小姐坐了下来，他们握着彼此的手，对此深表同情。沃尔什姊妹，就是那两个整天抱怨过道里太吵的老姑娘，立即就帮着打听有没有人在大钟后面见过他。

坐在最上面一级石阶上的格里格少校从他的胖太太旁边站了起来，扣好外套。“小家伙不见了吗？”他嚷道，“我出去找找吧。”他妻子从来都不准他天黑以后出门的，但是现在却用男中音的嗓门说道：“去吧，卢多维克！如果谁看到那位母亲如此伤心却不闻不问，那他一定是铁石心肠。”“给我三毛——还是六毛钱吧，亲爱的。”少校说，“迷路的小孩有时可能跑得比较远，我也许需要车钱。”

住在四楼后房厅房的丹尼老头，坐在最下面一级，正借着街灯看报纸呢。他翻过一版，继续看那篇有关木匠罢工的报道。墨菲太太对着月亮尖声喊着：“啊，我的迈克，你在哪儿啊，我的小宝贝？”

“你最后一次见他是在什么时候？”丹尼老头一边问，眼睛一边还盯着报纸上建筑公会的报告。

“哦，”墨菲太太痛哭着答道，“可能是昨天，也可能是四个小时以前。我记不清啦。我家小宝贝迈克一定是走丢了。今天早上我还看到他在人行道边玩儿呢——呃，也可能是周三吧。我工作太忙了，以至于记不清楚是哪一天了。屋子里上上下下都被我翻了个个儿，就是不见他。天啊，我的小心肝儿啊……”

这座大城市依然以它一贯的沉默、冷酷和空旷来抵抗人们对它的谩骂。人们骂它铁石心肠，说它没有同情心；人们把它的街道比做荒凉的森林和熔岩的沙漠。但是就算这样，人们还能在龙虾的硬壳里面找到可口的美味呢。也许还有比这个更恰当的比喻，不过，没有充足的证据之前，我们不会给人乱安“龙虾”这个称谓的。

没有什么不幸比丢失小孩更能引起人们的同情。他们的小脚是那么软弱无力，而世道是那么艰险和陌生。

格里格少校匆匆跑到街角，走进路边比利的铺子。“来一杯威士忌苏打。”他对伙计说，“你有没有在附近什么地方看见过一个罗圈腿的小鬼，他六岁左右，脸脏兮兮的？”

图米先生一直拉着珀迪小姐的手坐在石阶上。“想起那个可爱的小家伙，”珀迪小姐说，“没有母亲的保护——也许已经倒在疾驰的马蹄下了——天啊，太可怕了！”

“可不是吗？”图米先生握紧她的手，附和道，“你说我是不是也要出去帮着找找呢？”

“也许，”珀迪小姐说，“你应该去吧。可是，图米先生，你这样勇敢——这样不顾一切——如果在你热心助人的时候有什么意外发生，那么……”

老丹尼还在那儿看报纸，正在用手指一行一行地指着那篇仲裁协定看。

二楼前房的麦卡斯基先生和太太走到窗口来喘口气。麦卡斯基先生弯起食指在抠坎肩里面的萝卜，他太太则揉擦着眼睛，那眼睛刚才被烤猪肉里的盐分搞得很不舒服。他们听到楼下在喧哗，就把脑袋从窗户里伸了出来。

“小迈克不见了，”麦卡斯基太太压低了嗓门说，“多么可爱的小淘气啊，跟天使一样！”

“那个小家伙不见了吗？”麦卡斯基先生斜靠在窗户上说，“那可真够倒霉的。如果是女人，丢了就丢了，她们一走就可安享太平啦。但是孩子可就不一样了。”

麦卡斯基太太抓住了丈夫的胳膊，并没有理会他的讽刺。

“约翰，”她深情地说，“墨菲太太的小孩儿丢了。这么大的城市，丢了个孩子可不好找。他才六岁啊。约翰，你说，如果六年前我们也生个孩子，那现在也有这么大了哦。”

麦卡斯基先生想了想发生过的事，说：“我们从来没有生过小孩子啊。”

“约翰，我只是说‘如果’，如果我们生了的话，我们的小费伦今晚迷了路，丢了的话，那我们现在心里是多么地伤心难过啊。”

“你说什么傻话呢？！”麦卡斯基先生说，“他应该叫做帕特，和我坎特里的老爹名字一样。”

“瞎说！”麦卡斯基太太说，但声音中没有流露出不悦，“我哥哥比十打泥腿子麦卡斯基都强。孩子的名字要和他的名字一样。”她探出身子趴在窗台上，看着下面一片忙乱的景象。

“对不起，”麦卡斯基太太温柔地说，“约翰，我对你的态度太急躁了。”

“嗯，没错。就像你说的，急躁的布丁，”她丈夫回答说，“赶人的萝卜，还有烫人的咖啡。你可以说是炮制了一款快餐啊。太对了，你说得一点也不错啊。”

麦卡斯基太太伸手挽住丈夫的胳臂，把他粗糙的大手放在自己手心里。

“听听可怜的墨菲太太的哭声，”她说，“对于这样一个小的家伙来说，迷失在这样的一个大城市里，是件多么可怕的事啊。约翰，如果丢失的是我们家的小费伦，那我的心都会碎的。”

麦卡斯基先生觉得很不自在，把手抽了回来。然而，他把抽回的手放到了他妻子的肩膀上。

“真可笑，”他粗鲁地说，“如果我们的小帕特碰上被诱拐或是其他的什么不幸的话，我肯定也会伤心的。但是我们从来都没有生过孩子。有时候你太粗暴了，朱迪，让我们忘了这些不愉快吧。”

他们依偎在一起，看着楼下那出令人心碎的悲剧。

他们一直这样坐了很久。人行道上人头攒动，大家聚在一起互相打探消息，散播着各式各样的谣言，并且做着各种各样的猜测。墨菲太太像犁地似的在人群中间穿来梭去，仿佛一座人肉小山，眼睛里挂着一串“哗哗”直响的瀑布。报信的人进进出出，忙个不停。

突然，寄宿旅馆门前响起了一片嘈杂的人声，人群又闹腾开了。

“又怎么啦，朱迪？”麦卡斯基先生问道。

“是墨菲太太的声音。”麦卡斯基太太一面听着楼下的动静，一面回答说，“她说她在房间的床底下找到了小迈克，小家伙在漆布后面睡着了。”

麦卡斯基先生大声地笑了起来。

“那就是你的小费伦。”他讥讽地嚷着，“帕特这个小机灵，才不会玩儿那种鬼花样呢。我们那个未曾出生的小孩儿，你只管叫他费伦好了，如果他走失了，或者被坏蛋抢走了，你就使劲地喊他的名字，他准像一条癞皮狗一样躲在床底下睡觉呢。”

麦卡斯基太太沉闷地站了起来，朝碗柜走去，她的两个嘴角开始下沉。

人群散了的时候，那个克利里警察才从街拐角那儿走了回来。奇怪的是，麦卡斯基家里似乎又传出了叮叮当当的家什碰撞声，他竖起耳朵一听，这铁具陶器的哐啷声似乎跟刚才一样大。这克利里警察掏出了怀表。

“天，这战争可真漫长啊！”他大声嚷着，“从我的表上看，约翰·麦卡斯基同他的太太已经打了一小时十五分钟了。他太太可要比他重四十磅呢，他要加油才行啊。”

说完，克利里警察就朝街角溜达去了。

这时候，墨菲太太正准备锁上门过夜，老丹尼赶紧折好报纸，急急忙忙地往台阶上走。




财神和爱神



老安东尼·洛克威尔已经退休了，他是“罗氏尤雷卡肥皂”的制造商兼老板。他正从自己位于第五大街的豪宅的书房窗口向外张望，还咧着嘴笑着。住在他右边的邻居，那位贵族俱乐部的成员G．范·斯凯莱特·萨福克·琼斯正从家里走出来，走向等候着他的汽车。像往常一样，他总要向这座肥皂宫殿正面的意大利文艺复兴风格的雕塑轻蔑地皱皱鼻子。

“自以为是又无所事事的倔老头儿！”前任肥皂大王评论道，“你要不小心点儿，伊登博物馆迟早要把你这个老僵尸内斯尔罗德收进去。今年夏天，我还要把我的房子刷成红、白、蓝三色，到时候看你还能把荷兰鼻子翘多高。”

安东尼·洛克威尔呼唤佣人从来不按铃，他走到书房门口，大声叫道：“迈克！”那嗓门一如当年响彻堪萨斯大草原苍穹时那般高亢。

“告诉少爷一声，”安东尼吩咐应声前来的仆人说，“叫他出门之前到我这儿来一趟。”

小洛克威尔一走进书房，老头子便把报纸往旁边一放，看着儿子，光滑红润的大脸上流露出慈爱而又严肃的神情。他一只手揉乱了满头银发，另一只手则把口袋里的钥匙拨弄得叮当响。

“理查德，”安东尼·洛克威尔说，“你用的肥皂是花多少钱买的？”

理查德大学毕业回到家里才六个月，听了这话稍有些吃惊。他还捉摸不透这老头子的脾气，对他而言，这老头子就像是初入社交界的少女一样，会时不时问出一些意想不到的问题。

“好像是六美元一打，爸爸。”

“你的衣服呢？”

“通常是六十美元左右。”

“你是上流社会的人，”安东尼毫不含糊地说，“我听说现在的公子哥儿都用二十四美元一打的肥皂，穿的衣服每套都要突破百元大关。你有的是钱，也可以像他们那样奢侈浪费，但你始终规规矩矩，很有分寸。我现在还在用老牌尤雷卡肥皂，这不仅仅是个感情问题，而且也因为这才是最纯粹的肥皂。要是你买一块肥皂只要十几美分，那肯定是杂牌子，也不好闻。不过，像你这样的年轻人，又有地位、有身份，花五十美分买一块肥皂也很不错了。就像我刚才说的，你是上流社会的人。人们都说，造就一个上流社会的人物要经过三代。他们错了，有了钱，培养一个上流社会的人物就很方便，就像肥皂的油脂一样顺滑。钱已经把你变成了上流社会的人物！天啊，差点把我也变成那样。不过，我几乎和住在咱们家隔壁的那两家荷兰裔老爷一样粗鲁无礼，语言低俗，惹人讨厌了。他们两个天天晚上睡不好觉，就因为我买了他们两家中间的房子。”

“有些事情即使有钱也办不到。”小洛克威尔说着，神情黯然。

“哎，你可别这么说，”老安东尼吃惊地叫道，“我始终相信有钱能使鬼推磨。我查遍了百科全书，已经翻到了字母Y开头的部分，还没有发现用钱买不到的东西。看来下星期我得把附录都翻一遍。我绝对相信金钱至上。你倒说说，有什么东西是用钱买不到的。”

“举个例子吧，”理查德说着，语气里带着一丝怨恨，“上流社会高人一等、排外的社交圈，有钱也挤不进去。”

“啊哈！是这样吗？”这个“万恶之源”的捍卫者雷霆般咆哮道，“告诉我，要是阿斯特人
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 的祖先没钱买三等舱船票来到美国，你所说的那些高人一等、排外的社交圈又会在哪儿呢？”

理查德叹了口气。

“这正是我打算要跟你谈的事，”老头子说道，语气和缓了下来，“我叫你来就是为了这个。你近来有点儿不对劲，孩子。我已经观察了两个星期了，说出来吧。我想，在二十四小时内，我可以调动一千一百万美元，这还不包括房地产在内。要是你的心肝儿什么的出了问题，‘漫游者号’就停在海湾，而且已经上足了煤，两天之内就能把你送到巴哈马。”

“您猜得不错，爸爸，相差不远啦。”

“啊，”安东尼热切地问道，“她叫什么名字？”

理查德开始在书房里来回踱步，他这位粗鲁的老爸既然如此关爱又富有同情心，他不由得也推心置腹起来。

“干吗不向她求婚呢？”老安东尼追问道。“她一定会扑倒在你的怀里。你有钱，长得又英俊，又是个正经体面的小伙子。你的双手干干净净，从没沾上一点儿尤雷卡肥皂。你上过大学，不过她倒是不会在意这一点的。”

“我一直没有机会开口。”理查德说。

“那就制造个机会嘛，”安东尼说，“带她去公园散步，或者开车带她兜风，要么就做完礼拜送她回家。机会，多的是啊！”

“您不了解现在社交界的状况，爸爸。就像一个磨坊，她是推动磨坊转动的主要一股水流，她的分分秒秒都提前几天就安排妥当了。我一定要娶到这个姑娘，爸爸，否则，这个城市对我而言就会变成腐臭的沼泽。可我又不能写信表白，我不能那么做。”

“呸！”老头子说，“你是想对我说，我给你的全部钱财都不能让一个姑娘单独和你待上一两个小时吗？”

“都赖我行动太迟了。她后天中午就要乘船去欧洲，一待就会是两年。明天晚上，我能单独和她待上几分钟。现在，她还住在拉齐蒙特的姨妈家，我不能到那儿去。不过，她答应明天晚上让我在中央火车站用马车接她，她乘的是八点半到的那趟火车。我们会一道乘马车赶到百老汇街的沃拉克剧院，她母亲和别的亲友都在剧院休息室等我们。这都算上，也才七八分钟时间，又是在那种情况下，您想想，就算我表白心意，她会听得进去吗？绝不会。在剧院里看戏的时候或者散戏之后，我又有什么机会呢？根本不可能。算了，爸爸，这就是你的金钱解决不了的难题，金钱买不到时间，连一分钟的时间也不行；要是能买的话，富人就会长生不老了。在兰特里小姐登船启航之前，我没希望和她好好谈谈了。”

“好啦，理查德，我的孩子，”老安东尼喜逐颜开地说，“现在，你可以去你的俱乐部玩了。我很高兴你的心肝没有毛病。但你别忘了每过一段时间就到庙上给伟大的财神爷烧几炷香。你说钱买不到时间？哦，当然，你不能出个价钱，把‘永恒’包扎好送到你家门口，不过我倒是见过时间老人穿过金矿时，脚后跟被石块磕得伤痕累累。”

那天晚上，安东尼正在看晚报，埃伦姑妈来看望她的弟弟了。埃伦姑妈是个温文尔雅、多愁善感、满脸皱纹，喜欢长吁短叹，已经被财富压得喘不过气来的女人。他们以情人的痛苦为话题开始了议论。

“他全告诉我啦，”弟弟安东尼打了一个呵欠，说道，“我告诉他，我在银行的存款全部听他支配，可他却开始攻击起金钱来，说什么金钱也不管用。还说什么十个百万富翁加在一起也不能挪动社会规则一步。”

“哦，安东尼，”埃伦姑妈叹了口气说，“希望你别把金钱看得太重了。碰到真正的感情问题，财富就算不了什么了。爱情才是万能的。他要是早点儿开口就好啦！她不可能拒绝我们的理查德，只是现在恐怕为时已晚，他没有机会向她表白了。你的全部钱财都不能换来你儿子的幸福。”

第二天傍晚八点钟，埃伦姑妈从一只被蛀虫咬坏的首饰盒里取出一枚古雅的金戒指，交给理查德。

“今晚带上它吧，孩子，”她恳求道，“这枚戒指是你母亲托付给我的。她说，它能给恋爱的人带来好运。她嘱咐我，当你找到意中人的时候，就把它交给你。”

小洛克威尔郑重其事地接过戒指，套在小指上试了试，只滑到第二指节就卡住了。他取下来，以男人特有的方式把它往坎肩兜里一放，然后，打电话叫马车。

八点三十二分，他在火车站熙熙攘攘的人群中接到了兰特里小姐。

“我们可不能让妈妈他们等太久了。”她说。

“去沃拉克剧院，越快越好！”理查德唯命是从，这样吩咐车夫。

马车旋风般地从第四十二大街向百老汇大街驶去，然后跑进一条灯火繁若星辰的小巷，沿着它从光线幽暗但风景宜人的西区直奔灯光耀眼、高楼林立的东区。

到第三十四大街的路口，年轻的理查德迅速推开车窗，吩咐车夫停下。

“我掉了一枚戒指，”他一边下车还一边解释，“那是我母亲留下来的，我不愿把它丢了。耽误不了一分钟的，我知道它掉在哪儿。”

不到一分钟的时间，他就拿着戒指重新回到了马车里。

然而，就在这一分钟里，一辆穿城而过的汽车正好停在了马车的正前方，马车夫刚想从左边拐过去，又被一辆满载的运货车挡住了。马车夫朝右试了试，又不得不退回来，因为一辆搬运家具的马车莫名其妙地闯了过来。他想后退，也不行，只好丢下缰绳，出于职业本能地咒骂起来。总之，前前后后横七竖八的车辆和马匹把路封锁住了。

交通阻塞在大城市并不罕见，有时来得猝不及防。

“为什么不继续往前走啊？”兰特里小姐不耐烦地问道，“我们要来不及啦。”

理查德在马车里站起身，向四周张望，只见包括百老汇大街、第六大街和第三十四大街的交叉路口在内的一大片地段，都被各式各样的货车、卡车、马车、搬运车和街车挤得水泄不通，就像一个腰围二十六英寸的姑娘硬要扎一根二十二英寸的腰带一样。而且，在交汇于此的各条道路上，还有许多车辆正全速驶来，汇集到这个你冲我撞、难分难解的乱麻之中，在原有的喧嚣里，又加进了车夫们的咒骂声和吼叫声，似乎整个曼哈顿街区的全部车辆都赶来凑这个热闹了。成千上万的纽约市民挤在人行道上看热闹，连其中资格最老的人都没见识过哪次交通阻塞的规模能与这次相媲美。

理查德重新坐了下来，说道：“实在对不起，看样子我们动不了了。一小时之内，这场混乱不可能松动，这都怪我。如果我没有掉了戒指的话，我们……”

“让我看看你的戒指吧，”兰特里小姐说，“事已至此，由它去吧。其实，我觉得看戏也没什么意思。”

当天夜里十一点，有人轻轻敲安东尼·洛克威尔家的房门。

“进来。”安东尼叫道，他穿着一件红色的睡衣，正在读一本关于海盗的冒险小说。

走进来的是埃伦姑妈，她好像一位头发灰白的天使，阴差阳错地滞留在了人间。

“他们订婚了，安东尼，”她平静地说，“她答应嫁给我们的理查德。他们去剧院的路上遇到交通堵塞，两小时后，他们的马车才得以脱身。

“哦，安东尼弟弟，别再炫耀什么金钱万能了。一件代表真挚爱情的信物——一枚象征着忠贞不渝、金钱难以得到的真情的小小戒指，才是我们的理查德获得幸福的根源。他在街上把戒指掉了，下车去找。重新上车后还没来得继续赶路，就发生了交通堵塞。就在马车被堵在路上的时间里，他向她表白了爱情并赢得了她的心。你看，比起真正的爱情来，金钱成了粪土，安东尼。”

“好啊，”老安东尼说，“我真高兴，孩子能够如愿以偿。我跟他说过，在这件事上，我将不惜付出任何代价，只要……”

“可是，安东尼弟弟，你的金钱起了什么作用呢？”

“姐姐，”安东尼·洛克威尔说，“我的海盗正处于生死攸关的紧要关头，他的船刚刚被凿穿，但他太清楚金钱的价值了，决不会干看着船沉下去。我希望你能让我继续把这章读完。”

故事讲到这里就该结束了。和读者们一样，我也热切地希望它能如此收场。不过，为了弄明白真相，我们还得刨根问底。

第二天，有个两手通红、系着蓝色圆点领带、自称凯利的人来找安东尼·洛克威尔。他立刻被请进了书房里。

“唔，”安东尼说，同时伸手去拿支票簿，“这锅肥皂熬得不错。让我瞧瞧，你已经拿了五千美元现金了。”

“我自己还额外垫了三百块呢，”凯利说，“不得不超出预算一些。运货车和出租马车大多是每辆五美元，但卡车和双马马车都要提高到十美元，汽车司机要十美元，装满货的要二十美元；警察敲我敲得最厉害，有两个我各付了五十美元，其余的，有的二十，有的二十五。但表演得还挺精彩吧，洛克威尔先生？真幸运，威廉·A．布雷迪没有看到这场户外车辆杂乱无章的场景，我不想让威廉嫉妒得心碎。我们根本没有排练过！伙计们都准时赶到现场，分秒不差。整整两个小时，堵得水泄不通，格里利的塑像下连一条蛇都别想钻过去。”

“这是一千三百美元，凯利，”安东尼说着，撕下一张支票，“一千美元是你的酬金，还有你垫付的三百美元。你不会也看不起金钱吧，是吗，凯利？”

“我吗？”凯利答道，“要是我知道谁发明了贫困，看我不揍他。”

凯利走到门口时，安东尼又叫住了他。

“你注意到没有，”他说，“在交通阻塞的地方，有个光屁股的胖娃娃，拿着弓箭四处乱射，你看到了吗？”

凯利被问得莫名其妙，回答道：“哦，没有啊，我没注意到。如果真有个小子像你说的那样，也许我还没有赶到那儿，警察就把他抓起来了。”

“我想，这个小流氓是不会到场的。再见吧，凯利。”

安东尼不禁哑然失笑。
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  十九世纪移居美国的富有家族。





黑　吃　黑



每当谈到他这行的职业道德时，杰夫·彼得斯总是滔滔不绝地说个不停，就像这样：

“每次，”他说，“只要安迪·塔克和我对于我们热衷的诈骗事业在道德层面出现分歧时，我俩之间的关系就会出现裂痕。安迪有安迪的标准，我有我的原则。我不会同意安迪欺骗大众的手段，而他却觉得我太过于讲求道德，从而阻碍了我们俩共同事业的经济利益。有时候，我们争论得面红耳赤。有一次，我俩争执得很厉害，互不相让。最后他竟然把我比做洛克菲勒。

“‘我不知道你是什么意思，安迪，’我说，‘我们是交往多年的老朋友了，我犯了什么错，你竟然要用这种话来挖苦我。我想等你冷静下来之后，你自己会后悔的。到现在为止，我都还没见过法院送传票的人长什么样呢。’

“一年夏天，我和安迪决定在肯塔基州一个名叫青草谷的小镇休息一阵子。那里群山环绕，景色迷人。我们装做贩马的正派人，到那里度假。青草谷的人们都很喜欢我们俩，因此我和安迪决定完全歇业了。我们没做生意，既没有在那里散发橡胶种植园的计划书，也没有兜售巴西钻石。

“有一天，青草谷最大的五金商人来到我和安迪住的旅馆，友善地同我们一起在走廊上抽烟。我们和他很熟，因为之前我们时常在下午的时候一起到县政府院子里掷铁环玩儿。他红脸膛，说话声音很大，呼吸急促，身体肥胖，但是打扮得很体面。

“当我们把这一天所有众人皆知的事情聊过以后，这位默基森——这是他的尊姓——从衣袋里掏出一封信递给我们看。他的神情表面上是满不在乎，但实际上却很小心翼翼。

“‘现在，你们怎么看这件事呢？’他笑着问，‘竟然会把这样一封信寄给我！’

“我和安迪看一眼就知道是怎么回事了，但我们还是装做想了解的样子，把信从头到尾看了一遍。那是一封用上好的纸打印出来的信件，原来是个换伪钞的老把戏，信中告诉你怎样把一千元钞票变成连专家也难辨真伪的五千元，还说印伪钞的模板是华盛顿财政部的一个雇员偷出来的原版。

“‘他们居然会异想天开，把这种信寄给我！’默基森又重复了一遍。

“‘有许多好人都收到过这种信。’安迪说，‘如果不回复这第一封信，他们也就放弃你了。如果你给他们回了信，那他们就会再给你写信来，要求你带着你的钱去跟他们做买卖。

“‘想不到他们竟会把这种信寄给我！’默基森再次重复了一遍。

“过了几天，他又来找我们了。

“‘朋友们，’他说，‘我知道你们俩都是正派人，否则我也不会跟你们讲。我只是觉得好玩，就给那些流氓们回了一封信。他们给我回信要我去芝加哥，还要我启程前先给一个叫杰·史密斯的人发个电报。等我到了，就在某一个街角上等着，到时候会有一个穿灰衣服的人走过来，故意把一份报纸掉在我面前。然后我要问他“水怎么样”，这样我们就接上暗号了。’

“‘对，就是这样，’安迪打了个呵欠说，‘还是老招术。这种事我在报纸上见得多了。后来他会把你带到一个事先布好圈套的旅馆，一个叫什么琼斯之类的先生早就在那里恭候你了。他们会拿出许多崭新的真钞票，你想要多少就换多少，可以以一换五。你眼看着他们替你把钞票放进一个小包，以为钱都在里面了呢。等你回去再看时，不用说，里面全变成了牛皮纸。’

“‘嘿，他们耍不了我的。’默基森说，‘我如果头脑不机灵，能在青草谷拥有最赚钱的买卖吗？你说他们给你展示的是真钞票吗，塔克先生？’

“‘我自己每次都——不，我看报纸上都说是用真的。’安迪回答说。

“‘朋友们，’默基森又说，‘我相信那些家伙愚弄不了我。我打算在口袋里装上两千块钱，去那里耍耍他们。如果钱在我比尔·默基森的眼皮子底下，他们就别想再拿走一分。他们说是五换一，就是五换一，只要落到我这里就别想抵赖。我比尔·默基森就是这样做生意的。我就是要去趟芝加哥，会会这个杰·史密斯，跟他玩玩五换一的把戏。我想这个是相当有赚头的。’

“安迪和我都竭力想劝导这个被金钱迷惑的默基森，然而这就像在劝一个无所不赌的人别就布赖恩竞选的结果同人家打赌一样，毫无效果。他要去尽一个公民的职责，以其人之道还治其人之身，去揭穿那些道貌岸然的骗子们的鬼把戏。那也许可以让他们领个教训。

“默基森走后，安迪和我在那儿静静地坐了好长时间，思考着理性的异端邪说。我们无所事事的时候，总是喜欢通过推断和思考来提升自己。

“‘杰夫，’过了好长一段时间后，安迪开口说，‘当你跟我说做生意要讲良心的时候，我几乎次次都跟你争吵不休。也许通常都是我错了，但这件事是个例外，我们的观点应该是一致的吧。我想让默基森先生一个人去芝加哥找那些卖假钞票的人是不合适的，那只会有一种结果。我想，如果我们插手这件事，阻止坏的结果发生，会不会让我们安心一些呢？’

“我站起来，使劲握着塔克的手，久久不放。

“‘安迪，’我说，‘我以前对你做的事多少有些抱怨，以为你就会冷酷无情地做生意。现在我发现自己错了，原来你冷酷的外表下有颗善良的心，真让我钦佩啊。这次我们想到一块去啦。刚才我也在考虑，’我对他说，‘如果我们放任默基森先生执行他的计划，让他独自去芝加哥，那就显得我们太不厚道了。如果他心意已决，一定要去，那我们就跟他一起去，防止骗子得逞吧。’

“安迪赞同我的话，更让我高兴的是，安迪一心想搅黄这场骗局。

“‘我不认为自己是个虔诚的信徒，’我说，‘也不是一个固执的追求道德的狂热分子；但是我决不能容忍自己眼睁睁地看着一个用自己的勤劳和智慧在困境中打拼出自己事业的人，被一群无耻的骗子掳走钱财，而置之不理。’

“‘是啊，杰夫。’安迪说，‘默基森如果坚持要去，那我们就只好跟着他，防止悲剧的发生。跟你一样，我最看不了辛苦挣来的钱财就这样被白白扔掉了。’

“说罢，我们就去找默基森。

“‘不，朋友们，’他说，‘我不能让芝加哥塞壬的歌声随风四处飘荡。哼，我不管三七二十一，一定要从这鬼把戏里捞上一笔。有你们跟我一起，一定会让他们死得很难看。在用一换五的现金交易时，也许你们可以帮我点忙。你们两个愿意和我一起去，那可真是会碰上一场娱乐的盛宴啊。’

“默基森先生跟青草谷的人说他要出一次远门，同彼得斯先生和塔克先生一起去富含铁矿的西弗吉尼亚那里看看矿石。他发了一份电报给杰·史密斯，通知对方他要在那天动身去芝加哥跟他们交易。于是，我们三人就上路了。

“一路上，默基森都在那里做种种揣测，设想会留下哪些美好的回忆。

“‘穿着灰衣服的人，’他说，‘在沃巴什大道和莱克街的西南角上等着他。他扔下报纸，然后我就问他水怎么样。噢，哈哈哈哈！’说完，他放声大笑，足足笑了五分钟。

“有时候，默基森很严肃，在那里自言自语，说些乱七八糟的让人摸不着头脑的话。

“‘朋友们，’他说，‘给我一万块钱，我也不会在青草谷把这件事说出去的。要不然，我还怎么在江湖上混啊。我知道你们两个都是正派人。我觉得惩治那些掠夺民众的强盗是每一个公民应尽的责任，我倒要给他们点儿颜色看看。五块换一块——那是杰·史密斯自己说的，跟比尔·默基森做生意，他必须说话算话。’

“我们大约在晚上七点多的时候到的芝加哥。默基森要在晚上九点半与那个灰衣人接头。我们在旅馆里吃了晚饭，然后上楼到默基森的房间里去等候。

“‘朋友们，’默基森说，‘来，我们一起集中精神好好商量商量，想一个击败对手的万全之策。想象一下，我正在和那个灰衣服的家伙装模作样地谈论买卖，你俩很凑巧地跑了进来，一边跟我打招呼：“嗨，默基！”一边和我热情地握着手，还露出他乡遇故知的喜悦之情。然后我把那个人拉到一边，跟他说你们是从青草谷来的詹金斯和布朗，做杂货食品生意，都是很不错的人，出门在外，也许愿意碰碰运气。’

“‘“如果他们有兴趣，那就带他们一起来好了。”他肯定会这么说的。你们俩说说这个计划怎么样？’

“‘杰夫，你觉得如何？’安迪看着我问。

“‘那好吧，我告诉你们我的意见。’我说，‘我看就让我们在这里解决吧。不要再浪费时间了。’说着，我从口袋里掏出一支镀镍的三八口径左轮手枪，拉了拉手枪套筒。

“‘你这个狡猾、罪恶、阴险的肥猪。’我对默基森说，‘把两千块钱拿出来放在桌上，快点照我说的做，否则我的子弹可不长眼。我一向是个性情温和的人，但是时不时也会走极端。’他把钱掏出来后，我又接着说，‘因为有你这样的人，监狱和法庭才能继续存在。你到这儿来就是为了抢别人的钱。你以为你这样做就正大光明了吗？’我问道，‘别以为他们想剥削你，你就可以这样做。你这样也是不对的，就好像李四抢了张三，而你为了替张三报仇抢了李四一样。事实上，你比那卖假钞票的人还要坏十倍。’我说，‘在家里你去教堂做礼拜，装出一副正人君子的模样。一到芝加哥，你就开始想当强盗。那些人其实正是靠对付像你这样的卑鄙小人，才有了今天这样稳当的生财之路。你知道吗，卖假钞的骗子也有一大家子人要养活。就是有了你们这群既想装高尚却又想不劳而获的家伙，才搞得这个国家乱七八糟，卖彩票、开空头矿山、做股票交易、投机倒把大行其道。如果不是你们，他们早就失业了。你打算反咬一口的那个卖假钞票的人，可能花了好几年的时间来研究这个。他每做一笔生意，都要冒着丧失金钱、自由，甚至是生命的风险。而你却带着轻易得来的地址和受人尊敬的动机，打着神圣不可侵犯的幌子，来这里骗他的钱。如果你的钱被他弄走了，你就去警察局报警；而当你把他的钱全弄到自己手上时，他却是哑巴吃黄连，只好默不作声地当掉灰色外套换饭吃。我和塔克先生把你看透了，我们来这里就是看你罪有应得的下场。快把钱递过来，我说，你这个吃草长大的伪君子。’

“我把两千块钱——全是二十元一张的票子——放进上衣口袋。

“‘现在把你的表拿出来。’我对默基森说，‘我不是想要你的表。你把它放在桌子上，你坐在那把椅子上看时间，一个小时之后，你就可以滚开了。如果你敢乱叫，或者提前走人，那我们就在青草谷揭发你的事迹，弄得满城风雨。我想你在那里的地位和声望总超过两千块钱了吧？’

“然后我和安迪丢下他走了。

“在火车上，安迪沉默了好一阵子后问我：‘杰夫，我想问你一个问题，行吗？’

“‘随便问啊，’我说，‘十句八句都行，四十句也没问题。’

“‘我们同默基森一起动身的时候，你就有这个计划了吗？’他问。

“‘当然啦。’我回答说，‘还能怎么做呢？你不也是这样想的吗？’

“大约过了半小时吧，安迪才又开口说话。我想，有时候安迪对我的伦理和道德观念理解得并不彻底。

“‘杰夫，’他开口说，‘等你以后什么时候有空，我希望你能画出一张关于良心的图表，再在上面加上注释说明。让我能经常拿出来参考参考。’”




一千美元



“一千美元，”托尔曼律师面色庄重、一本正经地又重复了一遍，“钱都在这里了。”

吉伦少爷用手指轻轻弹着这叠崭新的五十美元一张的钞票，毫不掩饰地笑了起来。

“这个数目不算少可也不算多，真让人哭笑不得。”他向律师解释说，态度和善，“假如有一万美元，那倒是值得买些焰火庆祝一番，露露脸。要不就干脆只有五十美元，倒也没有这么麻烦。”

“你刚才已经听到我宣读你叔叔的遗嘱了，”托尔曼律师继续说道，还是用非常职业化的干巴巴的语调，“我不知道你是否注意到了遗嘱中的细节。有一条我必须提醒你注意，遗嘱中要求你把这一千美元花完之后，立即向我们提供一份书面报告，说明这笔钱的用途。这是遗嘱上写得一清二楚的。我相信你会尊重吉伦先生的遗愿。”

“请你放心吧，”年轻人彬彬有礼地回答，“尽管那多少会带来些额外的开支，也许我还要请一名秘书。因为我向来不太会算账。”

吉伦去了他的俱乐部。在俱乐部里，他找到了他称之为“老布莱森”的家伙。

老布莱森四十岁上下，性情沉稳，与世无争。当时他正坐在俱乐部的一个角落里看书。见到吉伦走了过来，他叹了口气，放下书，摘下眼镜。

“老布莱森，打起精神来，”吉伦叫道，“我有一个很有趣的故事要讲给你听。”

“台球厅里有的是人，去随便拉个人讲给他吧，”老布莱森回答说，“你知道，我向来不爱听你的那堆故事。”

“这件事比以前那些都精彩，”吉伦一边说，一边卷了根香烟，“我就想讲给你听，而且这件事情很沉重又很轻松，不适合在台球厅那种叮叮当当乱响的地方讲。我叔叔去世了，我刚刚从他雇佣的律师事务所——一群合法的海盗——那里出来。他留给我整整一千美元。你告诉我，一个人手里有一千美元，能干什么呢？”

“我以为已故的塞普蒂默斯·吉伦的身价至少有五十万美元。”老布莱森说，他显然兴趣不大，就像蜜蜂对醋瓶不感兴趣一样。

“的确如此，”吉伦欣喜地随声附和道，“这正是有意思的地方。他把他的全部财产都留给一种细菌。换句话说，他把一部分遗产赠给一个制造出一种新细菌的家伙，剩下的用来建造一座用于消灭这种细菌的医院。此外，还有一两笔微不足道的遗赠。两位管家各分到了一枚印章戒指和十美元。而他的侄子得到了一千美元。”

“你从不缺钱花。”老布莱森说。

“成堆的钱，”吉伦回答，“单说给生活费这点，我伯父就可以算得上是有求必应的观世音。”

“还有其他继承人吗？”老布莱森问道。

“没有了，”吉伦看着手里的香烟，皱了皱眉，心神不安地踢了踢长沙发椅上的皮套，“还有一位海登小姐，是我叔叔抚养成人的。她就住在他家。她是一个文静的姑娘，喜欢音乐，她爸爸不知道是个什么人，只知道他不幸成为了我叔叔的朋友。我刚才忘了告诉你，她也只得到了一枚戒指和可怜兮兮的十美元。我真希望自己也得到那点儿东西就算了。那样的话，我就买上两瓶香槟酒，把戒指当小费送给服务员，整件事情就此了结。老布莱森，别那么盛气凌人，也别骂人，告诉我，一个人拿着一千美元能干什么。”

老布莱森擦了擦眼镜，笑了笑。吉伦知道，老布莱森一笑，就不会有好听的话了。

“一千美元，”他说，“要说多不算多，要说少也不算少。有人可以用它买来幸福的家庭，连洛克菲勒都会羡慕不已。还有人也许可以用它把妻子送到南方休养，从而救她一命。一千美元可以为一百个婴儿购买够三个月喝的纯牛奶，至少能养活其中的五十个。你还可以在一家戒备森严的艺术画廊，用这笔钱玩上半个小时菲罗牌，供娱乐消遣。这笔钱还可以资助一个志向远大的年轻人完成学业。我听说昨天的拍卖会上，一幅柯罗的真迹就拍出了这个价钱。你也可以用这笔钱把麦迪逊广场花园租上一个晚上，向听众们发表演讲——如果你能召集到听众的话，谈谈‘假定继承人’这门职业的危险性。”

“如果你不是那么喜欢说教的话，老布莱森，”吉伦对他的嘲讽无动于衷，依然平静地说，“人们或许会更喜欢你。我只是问你，我该拿那一千美元做点儿什么。”

“你？”老布莱森轻声笑着，说道，“哎呀，博比·吉伦，你只有去做一件事才算是合乎情理：用这笔钱给洛塔·劳丽埃尔小姐买个钻石挂坠，然后，赶紧离开这里，到爱达荷州去搞个什么牧场。我建议你经营个养绵羊的牧场，因为我特别讨厌绵羊。”

“谢谢，”吉伦一边说，一边站起身来，“我早知道你是值得信赖的，老布莱森。你的建议非常棒，我正好打算把这笔钱一次性花完，因为怎么花的钱我还得交一份记录，我讨厌一笔一笔地记账。”

吉伦打电话叫了一辆出租马车，对车夫说：“科隆比恩剧院后台入口。”

洛塔·劳丽埃尔小姐正在化妆，马上就要准备上台，剧场里座无虚席，她得参加日场的演出。正在这时，她的化妆师告诉她说吉伦先生求见。

“请他进来吧。”劳丽埃尔小姐说，“博比，你怎么来了？还有两分钟我就要上场了。”

“右边的耳朵好像少了点儿什么，”吉伦目光挑剔，一本正经地建议说，“这样就好多了。我用不了你两分钟的时间。送你一个挂坠之类的小玩意儿，你觉得怎么样？我可以出‘三个零之前加个一’这样一笔款子。”

“噢，那就随你的便吧。”劳丽埃尔小姐声音甜美，说道，“我右手的手套，亚当斯。说吧，博比，那天晚上黛拉·史达希戴的项链，你看见了吗？那是花了两千两百美元从蒂梵尼珠宝首饰店买的。不过，当然啦——把我的腰带往左边拉一拉，亚当斯。”

“劳丽埃尔小姐上场，合唱开场了！”外面已经在呼唤演员出场了。

吉伦慢悠悠地走了出来，回到出租马车等着的地方。

“要是你有一千美元，你想拿它做什么？”他问车夫。

“开家酒吧，”马车夫立刻粗声粗气地回答，“我知道有个地方，可以大把大把地捞钱。那是一栋四层的砖房，在一条街道的拐角处。我早都计划好了：二楼开一家中国餐馆；三楼是美甲店，专供外国人用；四楼开个台球厅。如果你在考虑投资……”

“哎，不，”吉伦说，“我只是好奇，随便问问。我按小时付你车钱。先往前走吧，我叫你停你就停。”

出租马车沿着百老汇大街又走过了八个街区之后，吉伦用手杖戳了戳车门，叫车停下，接着下了车。人行道上，有位盲人正坐在一张小凳子上卖铅笔。吉伦走过去，站在他面前。

“请问，”他说，“你能不能告诉我，如果你有一千美元，你想做什么呢？”

“你是从刚才那辆马车里下来的吧？”盲人问道。

“没错。”吉伦回答。

“大白天乘着马车闲逛，”这位卖铅笔的人说，“我猜你日子过得不错。给你看看这个，如果你愿意的话。”

他从外套口袋里摸出一个小本子，递了过去。吉伦打开一看，原来是一本银行存折，上面显示，这位盲人名下的存款余额高达一千七百八十五美元。

吉伦把存折还给他，转身回到马车上。

“我忘了一件事情，”他说，“你把我送到托尔曼—夏普律师事务所去，在百老汇大街。”

托尔曼律师从金边眼镜后面不友好地打量着吉伦，目光中带着怀疑。

“请原谅，”吉伦兴致高昂，说道，“我可不可以向您请教一个问题？但愿不会冒犯您。我伯父的遗嘱里，海登小姐除了那只戒指和十块钱，还得到其他财产了吗？”

“没有。”托尔曼先生回答。

“非常感谢，先生。”吉伦说完，又回到出租马车上，告诉了司机他已故叔叔家的地址。

海登小姐正在书房里写信。她身材娇小，体态瘦弱，身穿黑色的丧服。不过，最引人注目的是她的眼睛。

吉伦还是一副玩世不恭的样子，晃晃悠悠地走了进来。“我刚刚从托尔曼的事务所过来，”他解释说，“他们正在那里查验文件，他们发现了个——”吉伦在头脑里搜索着法律术语，“他们发现了一份遗嘱的‘修正条款’或是‘附言’之类什么的。刚才说的那个老头儿经过进一步的思考，似乎慷慨了一些，又留给你一千美元。我坐马车正好从这里经过，托尔曼让我把钱给你送过来。钱都在这儿，你最好点点，看数目对不对。”吉伦把钱放到桌子上她的手旁边。

海登小姐顿时脸色刷白，连声惊呼：“噢！噢！”

吉伦半转过身子，望着窗外。

“我想，”他低声说，“你当然知道我爱你。”

“对不起。”海登小姐一边说，一边拿起了她的钱。

“没什么用吗？”吉伦说着，语气轻松。

“对不起。”她又重复了一遍。

“我可以写张收据吗？”吉伦微笑着问道。他在书房里那张巨大的书桌前坐下。她给他拿了纸笔，然后回到了自己那张桌子旁。

吉伦是这样来描述自己花费这一千美元的情况的：







不肖子孙罗伯特·吉伦以上天恩赐，为永恒之幸福，赠予世上最好最可爱的姑娘一千美元。








吉伦将他写好的纸条塞进信封，鞠了一躬，转身离开。

他包下的出租车又一次停到了托尔曼—夏普律师事务所门前。

“我把那一千美元花光了，”他兴高采烈地对戴着金边眼镜的托尔曼说，“我是来如约汇报我的支出账目的。夏天的热浪已经袭来了，您没察觉到吗，托尔曼先生？”他把一个白色的信封扔在律师的办公桌上，“你在信封里应该能找到一份交易备忘录，先生，它解释了这笔钱是如何化为乌有的。”

托尔曼先生没碰那个封信，而是走到门旁，叫来了他的合伙人夏普。他们一起在一个巨大的保险箱深处搜寻，过了好一会儿，像是搜寻到了战利品一样拉出了一个很大的、用蜡密封着的信封。他们使劲拆开了信封，然后，两个可敬的脑袋凑在一起，阅读着里面的内容。接着，托尔曼作为代表开始发言。

“吉伦先生，”他郑重其事地说，“你叔叔的遗嘱还有一份附录，是他私下托付给我们的。并且嘱咐我们，直到你向我们提供了处理遗赠的一千美元的完整说明后，才能拆阅。既然你已经履行了规定的条件，我和我的合伙人已经阅读了一遍遗嘱的附录。我不想用其中的法律术语影响你的理解，我会将其主要内容告诉你。

“如果你对那一千美元的处置方式说明你拥有值得奖励的品质，你将获得丰厚的回报。我和夏普先生被指定为裁判。我向你保证，我们将恪尽职守，公平公正地履行职责。对你，吉伦先生，我们毫无偏见。现在，我们还是言归正传，回到这封遗嘱附录的信函上来。如果你对那笔钱处置得当、审慎明智或是慷慨助人，我们将有权将交付给我们保管的、价值五万美元的证券转交给你。但是，正如我们的委托人、已故的吉伦先生明确规定的那样，如果你花钱的方式一如既往——此处我引用的是已故吉伦先生的原话——和那些狐朋狗友吃喝玩乐，恣意挥霍，那这五万元将立即交付给米丽亚姆·海登，即已故吉伦先生的受监护人。现在，吉伦先生，我和夏普先生将要审阅你那一千美元的消费支出账目。我相信，你提交的是一份书面报告。希望你对我们的裁决表示信任。”

托尔曼先生伸手去拿信封。吉伦却动作敏捷，抢先一步拿了起来。他从容不迫地把信封以及里面的消费报告撕成长条，然后塞进了自己的口袋。

“没关系，”他面带微笑，说道，“不用二位费心，你们没有必要查阅那些细账了。再说，我想你们也搞不明白这些逐条说明的赌注。我赌马，把一千块钱输光了。再见，先生们。”

吉伦离开时，托尔曼和夏普面面相觑，无可奈何地朝对方摇了摇头，因为他们听见了吉伦在走廊里等电梯时欢快的口哨声。




警察与赞美诗



苏比躺在麦迪逊广场的长凳上，辗转反侧。当雁群在夜空中引颈高歌时，当没有海豹皮大衣的女人对丈夫加倍地温存亲热时，当苏比躺在街心公园的长凳上辗转反侧时，你也许就会知道，冬天即将来临。

一片枯叶飘落在苏比的膝盖上，那是杰克·弗洛斯特
 

(1)



 的卡片。杰克对麦迪逊广场的常客向来非常体贴，每年到来之前，总要给他们合情合理的预报。在十字街头，他把名片交给“露天大厦”的信使——北风，好让露天的居民们有所准备。

苏比心里明白，为了抵御即将来临的严冬，现在要马上成立“单人应对寒冬委员会”，因此，他不禁在长凳上辗转反侧。

苏比对越冬并没有过多的奢望，他既没有想过能在地中海泛舟巡游，也没想过到南方享受令人昏昏欲睡的阳光，更没想过到维苏威海湾戏水漂流。他梦寐以求的只是在岛上住上三个月。整整三个月，食宿不愁，还有志趣相投的伙伴，没有北风刺骨，没有警察骚扰。对苏比而言，这就是他日思夜想的最大心愿。

这些年来，好客的布莱克维尔岛的监狱一直是苏比冬日避寒的寓所。正像比他运气好的纽约人每年冬天买票去棕榈滩或里维埃拉度假一样，苏比也要为一年一度逃奔岛上做必要的准备。现在又到时候了。昨天晚上，他睡在古老广场上喷水池旁的长凳上，用三叠厚厚的星期日报纸分别垫在外套里、包裹住脚踝、覆盖住大腿，但也没能抵挡住严寒的袭击。于是，避难岛的影像又立刻鲜明地浮现在他脑海里。他鄙视那些以所谓的慈善名义为无家可归者提供的救济。在苏比看来，法律比慈善事业更为仁慈。这里的救助机构比比皆是，无论是市政府办的还是慈善组织办的，只要他想去申请，要吃的有吃的，要住宿有住宿，保证他能过上规范的简朴生活。但对苏比这样一位灵魂高傲的人来讲，接受施舍是一种不可忍受的折磨。从慈善家手里得到的任何一点好处，虽然不必破费分文，但却必须以精神上的屈辱作为代价。正如恺撒之有布鲁图一样，凡事有得必有失。要睡上慈善机构提供的床，就得先去洗个澡；要吃施舍给你的一片面包，就得先交代清楚个人的来历和隐私。由此看来，倒不如当个法律的座上宾。法律虽说铁面无私、照章办事，但至少不会过分地干涉一位绅士的私事。

苏比一下定决心到岛上去，就立即着手准备把自己的愿望变为现实。要实现愿望，真可谓易如反掌，其中最舒服的莫过于去哪家豪华餐厅美餐一顿，酒足饭饱之后，直截了当地说自己身无分文，无力支付，这样就会被人顺顺当当、不声不响地交给警察。以后的事情，自会有乐于助人的地方治安官去处理。

苏比从长凳上站起身，漫步踱出广场，跨过百老汇大街和第五大街的交汇处那片沥青铺就的平坦路面。他转弯走上百老汇大街，在一家金碧辉煌的饭店前停下脚步。这种夜夜笙歌的地方，往往汇集了最上等的美酒佳肴，衣着华丽的贵宾和人类的精英。

对马甲最下面一颗纽扣以上的部分，苏比还是颇有信心的。他刮了脸，上衣也还算体面，他那整洁的黑色领结是感恩节时一位教会的女士送给他的。只要他能走到餐桌边而不被人怀疑，那就大功告成了，露出桌面的上半身绝不会让服务员看出破绽。苏比琢磨着，要一只烤鸭应该差不多了，配上一瓶夏布利酒，再来点儿卡门贝浓味奶酪，一小杯黑咖啡和一支雪茄。一美元一支的雪茄就足够了，这样全部加起来的总价也不会太高，可以避免遭到饭店管理人员恶意的报复。而且，烤鸭肯定能填饱肚子，让他心满意足、高高兴兴地踏上奔赴冬季避难所的旅程。

可是，苏比的一只脚刚刚迈进饭店的大门，领班的眼睛就盯在了他那条破旧的裤子和邋遢的破皮鞋上。他被一双有力又利索的手推了一个转身，悄无声息地又回到了人行道上，从而扭转了那只险遭毒手的野鸭的可怜命运。

苏比离开了百老汇大街。看起来，前往他心向往之的海岛的道路并不平坦，靠大吃一顿恐怕难以实现。要进监狱，只能另做打算。

在第六大街的一个拐弯处，一家商店的橱窗灯火通明、陈设精巧，格外引人注目。苏比捡起一块鹅卵石，向玻璃窗砸去。行人们随即从街角涌了过来，一位巡警跑在最前面。苏比站在原地一动不动，双手插在裤兜里，看着警察上衣闪闪发亮的黄铜纽扣，咧嘴笑了。

“砸橱窗的人跑哪儿去了？”警察气急败坏地问道。

“你不觉得我和这事有关吗？”苏比说着，语气中不无嘲讽的意味，但态度还算友好，仿佛自己正在交着好运。

警察根本没把苏比当做怀疑对象。谁砸了橱窗都不会留在现场与法律的宠臣谈笑自如的，肇事者早该逃之夭夭了。警察看到半条街外有个人正跑去赶一辆车，便挥舞着警棍追了上去。两次努力均以失败告终，苏比虽然满心懊恼，但也只得懒洋洋地继续游荡。

马路对面有一家不太起眼的餐厅，它可以填饱肚子，又花不了多少钱。那里餐具粗糙，空气混浊，汤菜淡如水，餐巾薄如绢。苏比走进这家餐厅，穿着那双罪孽深重的鞋子和暴露身份的裤子是不会有人来找麻烦的。他走到一张餐桌前坐下，吃了牛排、煎饼、炸面饼圈和馅饼。然后，他向服务员道出了实情：他身无分文。

“现在，快去叫警察来，”苏比说，“别让大爷我久等。”

“对付你这样的用不着叫警察，”服务员的声音滑腻得如同奶油蛋糕，眼睛红得就像曼哈顿鸡尾酒里的樱桃，“喂，阿康！”

两个服务员干净利落地把苏比推倒在又冷又硬的人行道上，苏比的左耳和硬邦邦的地面来了次亲密接触。苏比艰难地一点一点从地上爬起来，就像木匠一节一节地打开折尺那样，然后掸了掸衣服上的尘土。看来被捕只是一个玫瑰色的美梦，那座岛屿离他太远太远了。相隔两个门面的药店前，正好站着一名警察，但他只呵呵一笑便沿街走开了。

苏比走过了五个街区之后，才又恢复了追寻被捕的勇气。眼前这次机会极为难得，他踌躇满志地认为，他这次一定万无一失。一位衣着简朴但端庄可爱的年轻女人站在一家商店的橱窗前，正饶有兴味地注视着橱窗里陈列的刮胡须用的水杯和墨水瓶架。而在两码之外，一位身材魁梧的警察正靠在消防龙头上，神情威严。

苏比打算装扮成一个下流无耻的好色之徒。下手的对象文雅娴静，又有一位恪尽职守的警察近在咫尺，这一切都让苏比深信他马上就能感受到警察的双手扭住他胳膊的愉快滋味，而他到岛上的小安乐窝里度过这个冬季也就有了保障。

苏比扶正了教会的女士送给他的领结，把缩进去的衬衣袖口拉出来，把帽子往后一掀，歪得几乎要落下来，然后侧身向那个女子走去。他对她挤眉弄眼，又突然咳嗽两声，清了清嗓子，然后嬉皮笑脸，把一个色胆包天、厚颜无耻的色狼行径表演得惟妙惟肖。他斜眼望去，只见那个警察果然已经死死地盯住了他。年轻女人移开了几步，又聚精会神地欣赏起刮胡须用的水杯。苏比跟过去，大胆地走到她身边，举了举帽子，说：“啊哈，倍德莉亚，你想不想去我家玩玩儿？”

警察仍旧死死盯着他。只要这位遭到骚扰的年轻女人做个手势招呼一下，苏比就可以踏上前往避冬胜地的道路了，他已经可以想象出警察分局里的舒适和温暖了。不料年轻女人转身面对着他，伸出一只手，抓住了苏比外衣的衣袖。

“当然啦，迈克，”她兴高采烈地说，“不过你得给我买杯啤酒。要不是那个警察老是盯着，我早就想和你聊聊呢。”

年轻女人依偎着他，就像常青藤缠着大橡树一样。两人一起从警察身边走过，苏比心中懊恼不已。看来，命中注定他该是个自由人。

在下一个拐弯处，他甩开那女的，撒腿就跑，一口气跑出老远。停下来时，他发现自己已经站到了每逢夜晚灯火都最为明亮的街道上。那里充满了最轻松的心情，最轻率的誓言和最轻快的歌剧。淑女们穿着裘皮大衣，绅士们身着礼服，在这凛冽的冬夜，踏着轻快的步伐走来走去。苏比突然感到一阵恐惧，也许他是陷入了某种可怕的魔法，使他得以免遭逮捕，这个念头令他心惊肉跳。但是，当他看见一个警察在灯火通明的剧院门前大模大样地巡逻时，他立刻又捞到了“扰乱治安”这根救命稻草。

苏比在人行道上扯开嘶哑的嗓子，像醉鬼一样乱叫起来。

他手舞足蹈，大喊大叫，使尽各种办法，闹了个天翻地覆。

警察旋转着他的警棍，扭身背对着苏比，向一位市民解释道：“这是耶鲁大学的学生在庆祝胜利，他们和哈特福德学院赛球，请人家吃了个大鹅蛋。是有点儿吵闹，不过没关系。我们已经得到指示，让他们闹去吧。”

苏比大失所望，停止了徒劳无功的闹嚷。难道就永远没有一个警察对他下手吗？在他的幻梦中，那岛屿几乎成了可望而不可即的阿卡迪亚
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 了。寒风刺骨，他只好扣上了单薄的上衣。

苏比看到一家雪茄烟店里有一位衣冠楚楚的人正举着摇曳的火点燃雪茄。那人进店时，将他的绸伞放在了门边。苏比跨进店门，拿起绸伞，慢条斯理地踱开，扬长而去。正在点雪茄的人匆匆追了出来。

“那是我的伞！”他厉声说道。

“哦，是吗？”苏比冷笑着，在盗窃罪上，再加上一条侮辱诽谤罪吧。“好哇，那你为什么不叫警察来抓我呢？没错，我拿了你的伞。你干吗不叫警察呢？那边街角就站着一个。”

绸伞的主人放慢了脚步，苏比也跟着慢了下来。他有一种预感，命运会再一次同他作对。那位警察好奇地瞧着他们俩。

“当然啦，”绸伞的主人说，“那是，噢，你知道，有时会出现这种误会……我……如果这把伞是你的，我请你原谅……我是今天早上在餐厅捡到的……要是你认出是你的，那么……那就还给你……”

“当然是我的！”苏比恶狠狠地说。

绸伞的前主人悻悻而去了。那位警察忙不迭地跑去搀扶一位身穿礼服、身材高挑的金发女郎穿过马路，以免两条街之外驶来的街车会碰着她。

苏比往东走去，穿过一条因翻修而弄得乱七八糟的街道。他气呼呼地把绸伞猛地掷进一个坑里，嘴里还嘟嘟嚷嚷地诅咒那些头戴钢盔、手执警棍的家伙。因为他一心只想落入他们的手心，可他们却偏偏把他当成从不犯错的国王
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 。

最后，苏比来到了通往东区的一条大道上，这里灯光暗淡，也比较安静。他顺着街道向麦迪逊广场的方向走去，恋家的本性难移，即使他的家仅仅是公园里的一条长凳。

然而，在一个静谧的转角，苏比停下了脚步。这儿有一座古老的教堂，式样古雅，不甚规整，是带着山墙的建筑。一扇紫罗兰色的窗户透出柔和的灯光，毫无疑问，里面一位风琴师正摆弄着琴键，为即将到来的礼拜日苦练赞美诗。悦耳的琴声飘进苏比的耳朵，令他感动，把他死死地黏在了螺旋形的铁栏杆上。

皓月当空，皎洁恬静，行人和车辆寥寥无几，屋檐下的燕雀时而在睡梦中发出几声啁啾。刹那间，他仿佛置身于乡村间静穆的教堂墓地。风琴师弹奏的赞美诗拨动了伏在铁栏杆上的苏比的心弦，以前他是多么熟悉这乐曲啊！那时，他的生活中充满母爱、玫瑰、抱负、朋友，还有纯洁无邪的思想和洁白的衣领。

苏比敏感的心本就容易受到感化，此时赞美诗的乐曲和老教堂的影响交融在一起，使他的心灵产生了奇妙的变化。他立刻惊恐地意识到自己已经坠入了深渊，堕落的岁月，卑劣的欲念，幻灭的希望，毁弃的才能和肮脏的动机——这一切构成了他的全部生活。

就在这一瞬间，这种新的思绪令他激动万分。他感受到一股迅疾而强烈的冲动，鼓舞着他去同命运抗争。他要自己挣扎出泥潭，要洗心革面，征服那一度控制住他的邪恶。一切都还来得及，他还算年轻，他要唤醒当年的远大志向，并且不屈不挠地去实现它。管风琴庄重而甜美的曲调已经在他的内心深处引起了一场革命。明天，他要去喧嚣的商业区找一份工作。有位皮货进口商曾想雇他赶车，明天就去找他，接下这份工作。他要在世上有所作为，他要……

苏比感到有只手按在他的胳膊上。他迅速扭过头来，看到了一位警察的宽脸盘。

“你在这儿干什么呢？”问道。

“没干什么。”苏比回答。

“那就跟我走一趟吧。”警察说。

“布莱克维尔岛，三个月监禁。”第二天早晨，警察局法庭的法官如此宣判。





————————————————————




(1)

  杰克·弗洛斯特：即“Jack Frost”，“frost”是“霜冻”的意思，这里在frost前加了英国人常用的名字“Jack”，将“霜冻”拟人化。





(2)

  阿卡迪亚（Arcadia）：原为古希腊的一个山区，以其居民过着田园牧歌式的生活而著称，用来指代“世外桃源”。





(3)

  从不犯错的国王：英国有句谚语叫“King can do no wrong”，意思是“国王不会犯错误”。





爱的奉献



一个人爱上了他的“艺术”时，付出再多也会在所不惜。

这是我们的前提。这篇故事将要由此得出一个结论，同时证明我们这个前提是个错误。这在逻辑上固然是件新鲜事，可是从讲故事的叙述技巧上，却要比中国的万里长城还要古老。

乔·拉雷比来自橡树参天的中西部平原，全身都洋溢着绘画艺术的天赋。还只有六岁的时候，他创作了一幅描绘家乡小镇抽水泵的风景画，抽水泵旁还画着一位当地颇有名望的人士匆匆走过。这件作品配上画框后，被挂在一家药房的橱窗里，与一个留有几排稀疏颗粒的玉米穗子并排挂在了一起。二十岁的时候，他脖子上系着飘垂的领带，腰里揣着瘪瘪的钱包，背井离乡来到了纽约。

德丽雅·佳露瑟斯来自南方一个松林掩映的小村庄，乡亲们见她把六音阶乐器演奏得像模像样，很有前途，就给她凑了一大笔钱，让她到北方“深造”。他们没有看到她完成学业——这正是我们要讲的故事。

乔和德丽雅是在一个画室里相识的，那儿经常有许多学习美术或者音乐的青年学生聚会，他们讨论绘画的明暗对照法、瓦格纳、音乐、伦勃朗的作品、绘画、瓦尔特杜弗尔、墙纸、肖邦以及乌龙茶。

乔和德丽雅互相倾慕，或者说一见钟情，随便你怎么说都行。他们短期内就结了婚。一个人爱上了他的“艺术”时，付出再多也会在所不惜。

拉雷比夫妇租了一套公寓，开始了他们自己的家庭生活。那是一个冷清寂寞的地方——单调得就像钢琴键盘左下方最顶端的升A键。可是他们生活得很幸福，因为他们都拥有自己的艺术，又拥有了彼此。要是让我奉劝那些有钱的富家子弟，我会说：赶快变卖所有的财产，施舍给穷苦的看门人，然后，带着你的艺术和你的德丽雅，来争取住进公寓里的权利吧。

凡是在公寓里生活过的人都会赞同我的观点：他们拥有的幸福才是真正的幸福。只要家庭幸福，房间狭小些又有什么关系呢——梳妆台放倒下来，可以就把它当做台球桌；壁炉架可以改做练习划船的器械；写字桌随时可以充当临时的床铺；洗脸架就是现成的立式钢琴；即便四壁合拢也不要紧，只要你和你的德丽雅仍旧相拥在中间就行。可是，如果家庭不幸福，房子再怎么宽敞——你从金门进去，把帽子挂在哈得拉斯，把披肩挂在合恩角，然后穿过拉布拉多出门去，那又有什么用呢？

乔在伟大的马杰斯特那儿学画画，各位一定都听过他的鼎鼎大名——他因收费高昂、课程轻松而闻名天下。德丽雅在罗森斯托克名下学琴，各位也一定听过他的大名，他以善于跟钢琴键盘找麻烦而著称。

他们的生活极其幸福——只要他们的钱没有花完。谁不是这样呢？算了，我还是不冷嘲热讽为好。他们俩的目标非常清楚明确。乔想很快就能有作品问世，若能如此，那些长着稀稀疏疏的络腮胡子但钱包鼓鼓囊囊的老先生们，就会争先恐后地挤到他的画室，竞相抢购他的作品。德丽雅呢，要先亲近音乐，然后再轻慢音乐，若能如此，当她看到音乐厅里的座位和包厢没有坐满时，就可以推说嗓子疼而拒绝登台，躲进私人餐厅吃龙虾。

但在我看来，最叫人羡慕的还是那间小小的公寓里的家庭生活：一天的学习之后的温馨话语，可口的晚饭和新鲜、清淡的早餐，交流各自的理想和抱负时，相互的帮助和鼓励。当然，他们的理想交织在一起，否则，就毫无意义了，还有——恕我直言——晚上十一点钟吃的蔬菜肉片和奶酪三明治。

可是没多久，艺术之花就凋零了。即使没有人去故意摇动，它的凋零也屡见不鲜。俗话说得好，他们是坐吃山空。他们很快没有钱付给马杰斯特和罗森斯托克两位先生了。一个人爱上了他的“艺术”时，付出再多也会在所不惜。于是，德丽雅说，为了维持生计，她得去教音乐课。

她在外面奔波了两三天，四处招揽学生。一天晚上，她兴高采烈地回到家里。“乔，亲爱的，”她兴奋地说，“我有一个学生啦。哦，那家人可真好。那是一位将军——A.B.品克尼将军的女儿，住在第七十一大街上。多么富丽堂皇的房子，乔，你该去看看那扇大门！我想，那就是你说的拜占庭风格吧。还有屋子里面！喔，乔，我从没见过那样豪华的装饰。

“我的学生是他的女儿克蕾门蒂娜。我一看见她就深深地喜欢上了她。她是个柔弱的姑娘，总是一身素白的装扮，朴实又可爱。她刚满十八岁，我一星期给她上三次课，乔，你想想，每次课五块钱。虽然不多，但我一点也不在乎；等我再找到两三个学生，我就又可以回到罗森斯托克先生那儿去学习了。现在，亲爱的，别再愁眉苦脸啦，让我们好好吃一顿晚饭吧。”

“这挺适合你的，德丽，”乔边说，边用切肉刀和小斧子打开一听青豆，“可是我怎么办呢？你觉得我能忍心让你忙着挣钱，自己却心安理得地在艺术领域里追逐吗？我以倍范努多·切利尼尸骨的名义发誓，我决不会那样做！我想我可以卖报纸，或者搬石头铺马路，多少也能挣上一两块钱。”

德丽雅走过来，搂住了他的脖子。

“乔，亲爱的，你真傻。你一定得坚持学下去。我这样做并不是放弃了音乐，去干别的事情。我教别人的时候也在学习，我永远跟我的音乐在一起。而且，我们一星期有十五块钱，就可以过得像百万富翁一样快乐。你千万不能再有离开马杰斯特先生的想法。”

“好吧，”乔说，同时伸手拿起一只贝壳形的蓝菜碟。“可是我不愿意让你去教课，那不是艺术。但你做出这样的牺牲真了不起，你太可爱了。”

“一个人爱上了他的‘艺术’时，付出再多也会在所不惜。”德丽雅说道。

“我在公园里画的那张素描，马杰斯特先生说上面的天空画得很好，”乔说，“丁克尔答应在他的橱窗里挂上两张，要是正好被一个有钱的傻瓜看中，没准能卖掉一张。”

“我相信你，一定卖得掉，”德丽雅甜蜜地说，“现在，让我们先来感谢品克尼将军和这块烤牛肉吧。”

接下来的一个星期里，拉雷比夫妇每天都是一早就吃完早饭。乔急于到中央公园里画几幅晨光熹微中的素描，德丽雅则细心照顾他吃完早饭，在拥抱、接吻之后，说上几句鼓励的话，七点钟就把他送出门。艺术真是个迷人的情妇。他回家时，多半已是晚上七点钟了。

周末，愉快、自豪却有些疲惫的德丽雅，得意扬扬地掏出三张五元的钞票，扔在八英尺宽、十英尺长的公寓客厅正中那张八英寸宽、十英寸长的桌子上。

“有时候，”她略显厌倦地说，“克蕾门蒂娜也真是折腾人。我想她大概是练得不够，同样的内容我得反复教她好几遍。而且她老是一身白衣，也叫人觉得单调乏味。不过品克尼将军倒是个可爱的老头儿！你要是能认识他就好了，乔，我和克蕾门蒂娜练钢琴的时候，他偶尔也走进来瞧瞧——你知道吗，他是个鳏夫。他就站在那儿捋他的白胡子。‘十六分音符和三十二分音符教得怎么样啦？’他老是这样问我。

“希望你能看到客厅里的装饰用的壁板，乔，还有那些阿斯特拉罕的羔羊皮做的门帘。克蕾门蒂娜老是有点咳嗽。我希望她的身体比她看起来要强壮些。哦，我实在是越来越喜欢她了，她那么温柔，那么有教养。品克尼将军的弟弟曾经做过驻波利维亚的公使呢。”

接着，乔带着一副基度山伯爵的神气，掏出一张十元、一张五元、一张两元和一张一元的钞票——全都是合法的纸币——把它们放在德丽雅挣来的钱旁边。

“那幅方尖碑的水彩画卖给了一个比奥里亚人，”他郑重其事地宣布说。

“别跟我开玩笑啦，”德丽雅说，“不会是比奥里亚人！”

“确实是。我真希望你能见到他，德丽。一个胖子，围着一条羊毛围巾，叼着一根羽毛管牙签。他在丁克尔的橱窗里看到了那幅素描，一开始还以为画的是座风车呢。他倒是很有气派，不管怎么说还是把它买下了。他还预订了另一幅，一幅拉卡瓦那货运车站的油画，准备带回家去。我的画，加上你的音乐课！哈，我们还置身于艺术之中啊！”

“你坚持下来，真让我高兴，”德丽雅深情地说，“你一定会成功的，亲爱的。三十三块钱啊！我们从来没有过这么多可以花的钱。今晚我们吃牡蛎。”

“再来个香菇牛排，”乔说，“牛肉叉放到哪儿去了？”

第二个星期六晚上，乔先回到家。他把他的十八块钱摊在客厅的桌子上，然后就去把手上一大片黑油漆似的东西洗掉。

半个小时后，德丽雅来了，她的右手被纱布和绷带胡乱地包裹成一团。

“你这是怎么啦？”乔照例打过招呼之后，问道。德丽雅笑了，可是笑得并不十分自然。

“克蕾门蒂娜，”她解释说，“上了课后一定要吃奶酪面包。她真是个性情古怪的姑娘，下午五点钟还非要吃什么奶酪面包。将军也在场，可惜你没有看见他跑去拿锅子时的样子，乔，好像家里没有佣人似的。我知道克蕾门蒂娜身体不好，又特别神经质。她端奶酪的时候泼洒出来很多，滚烫滚烫的，溅在我的手和手腕上。痛得要命，乔。那可爱的姑娘难过极了！还有品克尼将军！——乔，老头子差点要发疯了。他冲下楼去叫人，据说是个烧锅炉的，要不就是在地下室干活儿的什么人——到药房里去买了些油膏和别的东西替我包扎。现在倒不怎么痛了。”

“这是什么？”乔轻轻地握住那只手，扯了扯露在绷带外面的几根棉纱线，问道。

“那是软纱，”德丽雅说，“油膏就涂在上面。哦，乔，你又卖掉了一幅素描吗？”她看到了桌子上的钞票。

“我是不是又卖了一幅画？”乔说，“去问问那个比奥里亚人就知道了。他今天取走了他订的那幅车站画，可能还要一幅公园风景画和一幅哈得逊河畔的风景画，不过还没有确定。你今天下午什么时候烫伤手的，德丽？”

“大概是五点钟左右吧，”德丽雅可怜巴巴地说，“熨斗——我是说奶酪，大概在那个时候从炉子上端下来。要是你当时看见品克尼将军，乔，当时……”

“先坐一会儿吧，德丽。”乔说，他把她拉到长沙发上，紧挨着自己坐下，用胳臂搂住了她的肩膀。

“这两个星期你到底在干什么，德丽？”他问道。

她眼中充满了爱意和固执，盯着他看了两分钟，低声又含糊地念叨了两句品克尼将军，但终于垂下了头，实情和泪水一起倾泻而出。

“我一个学生也没找到，”她坦白说，“我又不忍心看你放弃你的学业，所以在第二十四号大街那家大洗衣店里找了一份烫衬衣的活儿。我以为我把品克尼将军和克蕾门蒂娜的故事编得天衣无缝，你说呢，乔？今天下午，洗衣店里一个姑娘无意间用热熨斗烫了我的手，我一路上就编出那个烘奶酪的故事。你不会生我的气吧，乔？如果我不去做这份工作，你也许就不能把画卖给那个比奥里亚人了。”

“他不是什么比奥里亚人。”乔缓慢地说。

“他是哪儿的人并不重要。你真棒，乔——吻我吧，乔——你怎么会怀疑我没有教克蕾门蒂娜音乐课呢？”

“直到今天晚上，我才开始怀疑。”乔说，“本来今晚我也不会起疑心的，可是今天下午，听说楼上有个姑娘被熨斗烫了手，我就从机房里拿了废棉纱和润滑油送了过去。这两个星期，我一直在那家洗衣店里烧锅炉。”

“那你并没有……”

“我的那位比奥里亚主顾，”乔说，“和你的品克尼将军，都是同一艺术的产物——只不过你不会管那门艺术叫做绘画或者音乐罢了。”

他们两个都笑了起来，乔先开口说道：“一个人爱上了他的‘艺术’时，付出再多也……”

可是德丽雅用手掩住了他的嘴。“不，”她说，“只要当一个人爱的时候……”




伯爵和婚礼上的客人



一天晚上，安迪·多诺万前往他在第二大道上的寄宿公寓吃晚餐时，科斯特太太给他介绍了一位新房客——康威小姐。康威小姐是一位年轻的女士，身材娇小，相貌平平。她穿了一件不引人注目的暗褐色外衣，当时正没精打采地闷头吃饭，好像吃得并不香。她怯生生地抬起眼睛，明亮的双眸迅速扫了多诺万先生一眼，彬彬有礼地低声招呼了一声，目光又移回到羊肉上。多诺万先生面带微笑，优雅地鞠了一躬——靠着这翩翩风度，他能够迅速赢得人心，使他在社交、商界以及政治上的身价陡增；接着，他就把这位穿着讨厌的暗褐色衣服的女人完全抛在了脑后。

两个星期后的一天，安迪正坐在公寓门前的台阶上抽着雪茄。身后上方忽然传来一阵窸窸窣窣的声音，安迪不禁转过头，向后看去。

原来是康威小姐从门里走了出来。她穿着一条深黑色的绉纱裙子，黑绉纱就是那种薄薄的黑色布料，浓重得宛如夜色笼罩。她戴的帽子是黑色的，从帽檐上垂下一块黑面纱，更是薄如蛛网。她站在台阶的最上方，正在戴上一副黑色的丝质手套。她全身上下看不见一点儿白色或者其他颜色的点缀。一头浓密的金发梳成了一个平整漂亮的发髻，盘在脑后，一丝不乱。她的五官谈不上漂亮，甚至可以说是相当平凡，但是现在，她那对灰色的大眼睛，越过对街的屋顶凝视着天空，忧郁的神情楚楚动人。这是那种最能打动人的哀伤和愁怨，她平凡的脸因此生出光彩，让她看起来也算得上美丽动人。

各位请想象一下，一位身着一袭黑衣的姑娘，您知道的，最好还是那种黑——噢，对啦，就是中国制造的黑绉纱。想象一下你一身黑色的衣服，神情哀怨又忧伤，凝视着远方，黑色面纱下是闪闪发亮的头发（当然，你得有一头金发）；虽然青春事实上已经消逝，你正要三步并作两步，越过生命的门槛。到公园里散散步也许会对你有些好处，当然，一定要确保出门的时机拿捏得准确，还有——噢，要去公园消遣的欲望竟如此强烈。不过，我这么说太过分了，太愤世嫉俗了，是吗？——居然用这种口气谈论一位穿着丧服的姑娘。

多诺万先生突然之间对康威小姐重新萌发了浓厚的兴趣。他扔掉了还没有抽完的一又四分之一英寸长的雪茄，那段烟本来还可以让他再享受足足八分钟。然后，他迅速站了起来，脚上是那双低帮黑色漆皮鞋。

“今天晚上天气真好，康威小姐。”他说道。要是气象局听到他这么自信而肯定的语气，准会挂起四方形的白色信号牌，并将它牢牢钉到旗杆上。

“对那些有心情享受好天气的人来说，是的，多诺万先生。”康威小姐说着，叹了口气。

多诺万先生不由得在心底诅咒起这晴朗的好天气。无情的老天爷啊！康威小姐如此伤心，天就应该刮大风、飘雪花、下冰雹才对。

“我希望不是您的某位亲人——没有遭受什么不幸吧？”多诺万先生冒昧地问了一句。

“人终究是要去世的，”康威小姐回答，迟疑了一下，又说，“不是亲人，而是一位……算了，我不想让我的悲伤使您伤心，多诺万先生。”

“伤心？”多诺万先生立刻表示抗议，“怎么会呢？哎，请说吧。康威小姐，我非常高兴，哦，不，我是说，我非常难过——我的意思是，没有谁比我更同情您了，我肯定。”

康威小姐勉强露出了微笑，这丝笑容比她不笑时的表情还要哀伤。

“你笑时，世人与你一道欢笑；你哭时，世人却付之一笑。”她引述了一句名言。“多诺万先生，我对此体会深刻。我在这个城市举目无亲，只有您一直对我真诚相待，我对此感激不尽。”

原来，吃饭时他曾给她递过两次胡椒粉。

“独自一人在纽约生活，的确很不容易，这点毫无疑问，”多诺万先生说，“不过，要是在这座老城里生活宽裕，朋友众多，生活也会非常舒服。康威小姐，到公园里散散步怎么样？也许可以排解几分忧愁，对吗？而且，如果您允许我……”

“谢谢您，多诺万先生。我现在正心情烦闷，只要您不嫌弃，觉得我们相处还算愉快的话，您能陪我一起走走，我会非常高兴。”

他们走进一座古老的公园，公园坐落在闹市区，四周围着铁栏杆。这里过去仅供特权阶层的人物兜风，呼吸新鲜空气。他们穿过敞开的大门，慢慢散着步，在一处僻静的地方找到了一条长凳，坐了下来。

年轻人的伤感与老年人不同：年轻人要能找到知己分忧，愁绪立即就会减轻；而老年人，不管有多少人来分忧，愁绪都依然如故。

“他是我的未婚夫，”足足过了一个小时，康威小姐才终于吐露真情，“我们本来打算明年春天结婚的。您可别以为我只是在欺骗您，多诺万先生，不过，他是位名副其实的伯爵。他在意大利有领地，还有一座城堡。他的尊称是费尔南多·马兹尼伯爵。我还从未见到像他一样风度优雅的男人。当然，我父亲不同意这桩婚事。我们私奔过一次，但被我父亲追了回来。当时，我还以为我父亲肯定要和费尔南多决斗一场。您知道，我父亲在波基普西经营车马行。

“最后，我父亲终于回心转意了，同意我们明年春天结婚。费尔南多给他看了他的爵号和财产证明，然后动身回到意大利去安排我们婚后的新居。父亲非常满意，但是，当费尔南多想给我几千美元买嫁妆时，我父亲狠狠地骂了他一顿。他甚至不让我接受他的戒指，其他什么礼物也都不行。费尔南多乘船离开后，我来到这座城市，在一家糖果店里当出纳员。

“三天前，我收到了一封意大利的来信，还是从波基普西转发过来的。信上说费尔南多乘船时发生意外，不幸身亡。

“我这才穿了一身丧服。多诺万先生，我的心，从今以后也和他一起永远埋进了坟墓。您跟我在一起，可能会觉得乏味，多诺万先生，可是，我现在心里只想着他一个人。我不应该让您也跟着难过，您该寻求自己的欢乐，和那些能给您带来快乐的朋友在一起。或许现在我们该回去了？”

姑娘们啊，假如你们看到一个小伙子匆匆忙忙地找铁镐和铁锹，只要告诉他，你们的心已经跟着另一个人一起埋进了坟墓就行了。小伙子天生就是个盗墓者，不信你们可以随便问问哪个寡妇。穿着黑绉纱的天使哭泣是因为心被埋进了坟墓，要找回她们的心当然得采取些办法。但不管从哪个角度来说，墓地里的死者都是最倒霉的。

“我真为您深感遗憾，”多诺万先生柔声说，“不，我们现在还不用急着回去。康威小姐，您别说您在这个城市无亲无故，我非常同情您，请您相信，我就是您的朋友。我是真的觉得非常遗憾。”

“我项链上的这个小坠子里有他的照片，”康威小姐说着，拿出手帕，擦了擦眼泪，“我从未给别人看过，不过，我愿意给您看看，多诺万先生，因为我相信，您是一位真正的朋友。”

康威小姐打开项链下小像盒里的照片，多诺万先生饶有兴味地盯着看了许久。马兹尼伯爵的相貌引起了他浓厚的兴趣。那是一张年轻光滑、聪明伶俐、有教养的脸，甚至可以算是一位美男子，那也是一个强壮、能干、气宇轩昂的男人的脸，这种人总会出人头地。

“我房间里有一张更大的照片，镶着镜框的，”康威小姐又说，“回去以后，我拿给你看。这两张像，是费尔南多留给我仅有的纪念。不过，他会永远活在我的心里，这一点确定无疑。”

多诺万先生心头萌生了一个微妙的念头——要取代那位不幸的伯爵在康威小姐心里的位置。他爱上了她，于是下定了决心。这项艰巨的任务似乎并没有给他带来什么压力。他试图扮演的角色是一位富有同情心、又能排解忧伤的朋友，他表演得非常成功。半小时后，他们就一边享用着两份冰激凌，一边谈着心事，尽管康威小姐灰色的大眼睛里流露出的神情还是那么忧郁。

那天晚上，他们在走廊里分别之前，她跑上楼，拿下来一幅用白丝巾小心包裹着的相框。多诺万先生仔细查看照片，眼神高深莫测。

“这是他动身前往意大利之前的那个晚上给我的，”康威小姐说道，“我请人重画了这幅小的，放在小挂坠里。”

“是位俊朗的小伙子，”多诺万先生由衷地称赞道，“康威小姐，下礼拜日下午让我陪您到科尼岛玩玩，您肯赏光吗？”

一个月后，他们向斯科特太太和其他房客宣布了他们订婚的消息。康威小姐还是一身黑色的装扮。

又过了一个星期，有一天晚上，他们又坐在市区公园里的那张长凳上，淡淡的月光中，树叶在微风中飘舞，两人的身影变幻成了一部活动电影。这一整天，多诺万先生都魂不守舍，一副郁郁寡欢的样子。今天晚上，他还是沉默不语。恋人的心感受到了问题，恋人的嘴再也忍不住，终于问了出来。

“怎么了，安迪？今天晚上你一直沉着脸，满腹心事的样子。”

“没什么，玛姬。”

“别瞒着我，你有心事我还看不出来吗？你以前从来没有这样过。到底发生了什么事情？”

“没什么，玛姬。”

“不，肯定有事。快告诉我吧。我敢打赌，你正想着其他什么姑娘。好吧。你要是想要她，干吗不去找她呀。别挽着我的胳膊！”

“好吧，我告诉你，”安迪明智地说，“不过恐怕你不能完全理解我的意思。你听说过迈克·沙利文这个人吗？‘大人物迈克·沙利文’，大伙都这么叫他。”

“没有，我从来没听说过。”玛姬回答，“如果是他让你闷闷不乐的话，我才不想认识他。他是谁啊？”

“他是纽约最了不起的一个人物，”安迪回答，脸上露出近乎虔诚的敬意。“坦慕尼协会以及其他老资格的政治团体几乎都由他掌控，可以说没有他办不成的事情。他是个顶天立地的男子汉。要是你说了什么反对大人物迈克的话，两秒钟之内，就会有上百万人跑来敲碎你的脊椎骨。不久前，他曾回过故里，一路上，各路的大王都像兔子一样，躲进洞里。

“大人物迈克是我的一位好朋友。在这个地方，我只是无名小辈；但是，迈克，不管是对各界名流，还是对小人物和穷人，他都一视同仁、倾心结交。今天，我在包威利大街遇见了他，你猜他见到我怎么做的？他走上来和我握手，说：‘安迪，我一直很关注你。你很努力，你在那儿混得很不错。我很为你骄傲。你想喝点什么？’他抽了一支雪茄，我喝了一杯兑苏打水的威士忌。我告诉他，再过两个星期我就要结婚了。‘安迪，’他说，‘给我发张请柬，这件事情我记在心里，我要来参加你的婚礼。’这是大人物迈克亲口对我说的，他向来说到做到。

“你不明白，玛姬，如果大人物迈克·沙利文出席我们的婚礼，我就是砍掉一只手也值得。那天会成为我一生中最值得骄傲的日子。有他的光临，新婚夫妇一定能一生幸福。这回你总算知道我今天晚上为什么闷闷不乐了吧。”

“既然你这么希望他来，你干吗不邀请他呢？”玛姬不以为然地问道。

“我不能请他来当然有原因，”安迪回答，神情忧郁，“他不能出席婚礼也自有道理。请别问我是为什么，我不能告诉你。”

“噢，这我不在乎，”玛姬说，“无非是和政治有关的事情。不过，这也不该成为你整天对我哭丧着脸的理由啊。”

“玛姬，”安迪停顿了一下，问道，“你对我的感情有没有对你的——马兹尼伯爵深？”

他等了很久，玛姬都没有回答。然后，她突然趴在他肩膀上哭了起来，泣不成声。她双手紧紧地抓着他的胳膊，全身颤抖，泪水浸湿了黑绉纱的衣服。

“好了，好了，好了！”安迪把自己的烦恼抛到了一边，安慰她，“你哭什么啊？”

“安迪，”玛姬啜泣着说，“我对你撒了谎，你不会和我结婚的，也不会再爱我了。可是，我觉得我还是应该告诉你实情。安迪，压根没有马兹尼伯爵这个人。我一生中从未有过什么情人，但是，其他别的女孩儿都有，而且总爱挂在嘴边，说起来没完没了。她们越是谈论男朋友，那些男人好像就越喜欢她们。还有，安迪，你知道，我穿一身黑衣服会显得漂亮些。于是，我就到一家照相馆，买了那张照片，还翻拍了一张小的放在项坠里，并且编出一个遇到伯爵、他后来又不幸遇难的故事，这样我就有理由穿着这身黑色的衣服了。没有人会爱上一个说谎的人，你一定会抛弃我的，安迪，我也会羞愧终生。噢，除了你，我谁也没有爱过。我要说的就是这些。”

不过，安迪并没有把她推开，反而把她搂得更紧了。她抬起头，看见他脸上的愁容一扫而空，又重新露出了微笑。

“你——你能原谅我吗，安迪？”

“当然，”安迪回答，“那没什么大不了的。把伯爵送回到墓地待着去吧。玛姬，你已经把一切真相都告诉我了。我原来以为不到婚礼那天你是不会和我说实话的。你这个坏姑娘！”

“安迪，”玛姬知道自己确实已经完全得到了原谅，于是露出了羞涩的微笑，问道，“你原来相信那个伯爵的故事吗？”

“不太相信，”安迪一边回答，一边伸手去拿他的雪茄烟盒，“因为你那个项坠里照片上的人就是大人物迈克·沙利文。”




咖啡馆里的世界主义者



午夜时分，咖啡馆依旧人头攒动。不知出于什么原因，我所坐的一张小桌，恰好不为人们所注意，剩下的两把空椅子正伸开双臂，殷勤地欢迎不断涌进来的顾客。

这时，一位世界主义者走过来坐在另一把椅子上，这让我非常高兴，因为我持有这种理论：自从亚当以来，还从来没有过一位真正的属于整个世界的公民。我们听说过世界公民，也见过许多人的行李上贴着外国标签，但那些不过是旅游者，而不是世界公民。

酒吧里的场景是这样的——大理石桌面的桌子，一排排靠墙的皮革椅座；到处是欢声笑语的客人，浓妆艳抹的女士们正微妙而又显然是异口同声地谈论着趣味、经济、时尚和艺术；侍者小心周到，对小费自然来者不拒；轻柔的音乐机灵地满足着每个人的口味，但恐怕作曲家都不敢相信那是自己的作品。人们谈笑风生，一片嘈杂——假如你乐意的话，玻璃高脚杯里的维尔茨堡酒将凑到你的唇边，就像枝头上的熟樱桃在偷食的鸟嘴前摇晃一样。一位雕塑家告诉我，这景象真是非常具有巴黎风格。

我这位世界公民名叫E．拉什莫尔·科格兰，明年夏天，他就将在科尼岛名声远播。他告诉我，他即将在那儿建立一种新的“万众瞩目的焦点”，为游客们提供国王般的享受。随后，他的谈话便随着经度和纬度的线圈展开，仿佛已经把巨大的圆形的世界玩弄于股掌之中。这样说吧，他只是放肆而又轻慢地玩弄，世界似乎只比套餐中黑葡萄酒里的樱桃核大不了多少。他粗俗无礼地谈论着赤道，匆匆由这块大陆跳到那块大陆，取笑那些地区。他用餐巾就把公海抹去了。他把手一挥，就能描绘出海德拉巴的某个东方集市。他吹一口气，就能把你带到拉普兰滑雪。他大叫一声，就能让你在基莱卡希基和夏威夷土著一起驰骋在浪尖波顶。一转眼，他又拖着你穿过阿肯色州长满星毛栎的沼泽，让你在艾达荷州碱性平原的大牧场上把身子晒干，然后又旋风似的把你带到维也纳王侯公爵们的上流酒会。之后，他会给你讲到，有一次他是如何在芝加哥湖吹了凉风而身患感冒，在布宜诺斯艾利斯又如何喝了一位年长的埃斯卡米拉人用一种名叫楚楚拉的草药制成的热浸剂后，神奇地康复了。你可以给他写信，只要写上“宇宙，太阳系，地球，E．拉什莫尔·科格兰先生收”，一旦寄出，相信他准能收到。

我确信自己终于发现了自从亚当以来的第一个真正的世界主义者，我倾听着他纵横整个世界的宏论，生怕从中发现那些仅做匆忙环球旅行的人常有的偏见。但他的见解绝不是飘浮不定或令人沮丧的，他对不同的城市、国家和各大洲都一视同仁，就像风和万有引力一样不偏不倚。

正当E．拉什莫尔·科格兰对这颗小小的星球高谈阔论之际，我欣喜地想起了一位伟大的准世界主义者，他为整个世界而写作，最后又献身于孟买。在一首诗中，他说道，地球上的各个城市难免夜郎自大，相互充满敌意，“人们依赖于哺育了他们的城市，无论走到天涯海角，都在故乡的城头流连，有如孩子依附于母亲的衣襟一样”。走在“陌生的繁华街道上”，他们便会想起故乡，那是“多么忠诚、多么愚笨、多么令人喜爱”的城市，她的名字与他们的名字紧紧维系在一起，难以分离。我越来越感到愉悦，因为我突然发现了吉卜林先生的疏忽大意。现在，我已经找到了一个不是由尘土做成的人，他并没有狭隘地吹捧自己的出生地或自己的国家，如果说他在赞美的话，他只是在赞美圆圆的整个地球，向火星人或月球上的居民夸耀。

关于这类问题的见解，是坐在这张桌子的第三转角处的E．拉什莫尔·科格兰突然抛掷出来的。正当科格兰向我描绘西伯利亚铁路沿线的风情时，乐队转而演奏起了集成曲。结束的曲子是《迪克西》；振奋人心的乐曲加快时，几乎被各个桌子边人们的鼓掌声所淹没。

在纽约市内无数的咖啡馆里，这种壮观的一幕每天晚上都在上演，值得花上一整段来讲讲。成吨的佳酿在各式各样的理论中被消费一空，便说明了这点。有人轻率地猜测，城里所有的南方人都在夜幕降临之际躲进了咖啡馆里。在北方的一座城市里如此赞许这首“南方叛军”的战歌，这着实叫人费解，但也并不是不能解答。对西班牙的战争，薄荷和西瓜等农作物的连年丰收，新奥尔良的跑道上曝出冷门的暴富者，以及由印第安纳和堪萨斯的居民所组成的“北卡罗来纳社团”所举办的盛大宴会，已经使南方的习俗成了曼哈顿的一种“时尚”。来为你修剪指甲的人，会跟你说你的左手食指让她不禁想起了弗吉尼亚州里士满的一位绅士。呵，当然如此，不过，现在不少女士都不得不工作——这是因为战争，你是知道的。

乐队正演奏着《迪克西》，就在这时，一位黑发年轻小伙子不知从什么地方蹦了出来。一声莫斯比游击队队员的吼声过后，他疯狂地挥舞起他那顶软边帽，接着穿过烟雾，一屁股坐在我们桌旁的空椅子上，抽出一只烟来。

到了这个时候，我们已经都不再拘束。我们当中有人向侍者要了三杯维尔茨酒，黑发小伙子明白也包括他的一杯在内，便微笑着点了点头，表示感谢。我赶紧问了他一个问题，因为我想证实我的一种理论。

“你不介意告诉我，你是哪儿的人……”

E．拉什莫尔·科格兰的拳头“砰”的一声砸在桌上，我马上把话咽了回去。

“对不起，”他说，“但我最不喜欢听到这种问话。一个人来自哪儿有什么关系呢？凭通讯地址去评判一个人公平吗？唉，我见过厌恶威士忌的肯塔基人，也见过并非波卡洪塔丝后裔的弗吉尼亚人，也见过没有写过一本小说的印第安纳人，我见过墨西哥人不穿缝口上钉银币的丝绒裤，见过滑稽有趣的英国人，见过挥金如土的北方佬、冷酷无情的南方人，以及气量狭小的西部人。纽约人也有忙忙碌碌的，忙得没能花上一小时在路边看着杂货店的独臂售货员怎样用纸袋包裹越橘。人就是人，不要用任何地域的标签给他设置障碍。”

“请原谅，”我说，“但我的好奇心也并非毫无道理。我了解南方，当乐队奏起《迪克西》时，我就喜欢在一旁观察。我一直认为，那些对这首乐曲怀着特殊的热情卖劲儿鼓掌或是有明显的地域忠诚的人，一定来自新泽西州的塞考库斯，或者是纽约默里山和哈莱姆河之间地区的人。我正要询问这位先生来验证我的看法，恰好被您的长篇大论所打断。”

现在，黑发小伙子也向我说话了，很明显，他的思想也是按自己的一套规则运行。

“我愿意成为一枝长春花，”他神秘兮兮地说，“生长在山谷之巅，尽情高歌。”

这话实在太抽象了，于是，我又转向科格兰。

“我已经围绕地球走了十二遍，”他说，“我认识一个住在厄珀纳维克的爱斯基摩人，寄钱到辛辛那提
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 去买领带。我还在乌拉圭亲眼目睹过一个牧羊人在巴特克里
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 的一次早餐食品谜语竞赛中获了奖。我在开罗、希腊租着房间，在日本横滨也租了一间，都已经付了全年的租金。上海的一家茶馆专门为我准备了一双拖鞋，在里约热内卢或者西雅图，我也不必费心告诉他们怎样给我煎鸡蛋。这个世界简直太小了。吹嘘自己是北方人、南方人又有什么用呢？山谷中古旧的庄园房舍也好，克里夫兰市的欧几里德大街也好，派克峰
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 也好，弗吉尼亚的费尔法克斯县也好，街头流氓的小平房也好，或者无论是其他任何地方也好，夸耀自己出生于何处又有什么用呢？只有当我们摒弃这些愚蠢的观念，对自己碰巧出生在某个发霉的城市或者十公顷沼泽地能泰然处之的时候，这个世界才会变得更美好。”

“看来你是个真正的世界主义者，”我钦佩地说，“不过，你似乎反对爱国主义。”

“那是石器时代的余孽，”科格兰激烈地宣称，“四海之内皆兄弟——中国人、英国人、祖鲁人
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 、巴塔哥尼亚人以及住在考河湾的人。总有这么一天，一切因自己出生的城市、州县、地区或国家而产生的自豪感将一扫而光，正如我们都将成为世界公民，我们理应如此。”

“可是，当你在陌生的地方游历时，”我仍坚持道，“你难道不会思念某个地方——对那些可爱的……”

“从来也没有这样一个地点，”E．拉什莫尔·科格兰不假思索地打断了我，“这一大块人们称之为地球的陆地，这块圆形的、行星般的、两极略扁的大块东西，就是我的寓所。在国外，我曾碰到过这个国家的无数公民，他们的情感被某个地方束缚。我见过芝加哥人在威尼斯的月夜中，坐在凤尾船上，吹嘘他们的排水管道。我见过一位南方人，被介绍给英格兰国王时眼睛都不会眨了，忙对那位君主说，他母亲有个远房的姑奶奶，通过婚姻关系，和查尔斯顿
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 的珀金斯
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 家的人搭上了关系。我知道有位纽约人被几个阿富汗的匪徒绑架并索取赎金，等他的人送钱去，他才同代理人一道回到喀布尔
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 。‘阿富汗怎么样？’当地人通过翻译对他说，‘哦，太死气沉沉了，你说呢？’‘哦，我不知道。’他说，然后便开始向人家讲起关于第六大街和百老汇大街的一个马车夫的故事。我不会被束缚在直径不足八千英里的任何地方。请记住我，E．拉什莫尔·科格兰，是属于整个地球的公民。”

我的世界主义者大声向我道别，离开了我，因为他越过闲谈、透过烟雾看见了某个熟悉的人。就这样，留下了我和那位想当长春花的人在一起了，他已经陶醉于维尔茨酒，再也顾不上倾诉他在谷顶之巅放声高歌的远大抱负了。

我坐在那儿，回味着我那位确定无疑的世界主义者，心里纳闷，为什么那位诗人竟然没有发现他？他是我的新发现，我非常相信他。这到底是怎么回事呢？“人们依赖于哺育了他们的城市，无论走到天涯海角，都在故乡的城头流连，有如孩子依附于母亲的衣襟一样。”

而E．拉什莫尔·科格兰可不是这样。他把整个世界当做他的……

我的沉思被咖啡馆另一边传来的激烈的吵闹争执声打断。从坐着的顾客头顶上望过去，我看见E．拉什莫尔·科格兰正和另一个陌生人扭打在一起。他俩像泰坦
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 们一样，在桌子之间打来打去，玻璃杯纷纷落地、破碎。有人抓起帽子，还来不及躲开便被打翻在地，一位黑人女子尖声叫喊，另一位金发女郎却开始哼唱《挑逗》这首歌。

就在这时，侍者们利用著名的飞速楔形结构插入两个格斗者之间，把仍在挣扎的二位硬拖出了咖啡馆。此时，我的世界主义者仍保持着地球的骄傲和尊严。

我叫住一位叫麦卡锡的法国侍者，问他这场争执的起因。

“戴红领带的那个家伙（就是我的世界主义者），”他说，“给惹火了，原因是另一个谈起了他出生的那个地方的人行道和供水都太差劲。”

“是吗？”我不解地说道，“那人可是一位世界主义者——世界公民。他……”

“他说他原籍是缅因州的马托瓦姆基格，”麦卡锡继续说道，“而他不能容忍别人说那个地方的坏话。”





————————————————————




(1)

  辛辛那提：Cincinnati，美国俄亥俄州西南部城市。





(2)

  巴特克里：Battle Creek，直译为“战斗小溪”，美国密歇根州西南部城市，是1824年白人与印第安人激战的战场。





(3)

  派克峰：Pike's Peak，指科罗拉多州为纪念派克而命名的山峰。





(4)

  祖鲁人：Zulu，居住在南非纳塔尔。





(5)

  查尔斯顿：Charleston，美国西弗吉尼亚州首府。





(6)

  珀金斯：（1882—1965）美国劳工部长。





(7)

  喀布尔：阿富汗首都。





(8)

  泰坦：希腊神话中的天神和大地女神之子。





寻　宝　记



世界上的傻瓜多种多样。好了，大家能不能先安静坐定了，叫到谁的名字谁再站起来？

我自己就当过各种傻瓜，但有一种除外。我挥霍了祖传的家产，妄想结婚，我打扑克，玩草地网球，做过投机的买卖，于是很快就和我的钱财分道扬镳了。但是有一种头戴系铃帽的遭人嘲笑的角色我还没有扮演过，那就是寻觅埋藏的宝藏的财迷。只有很少的人才会染上这种愉快的狂热病，但是在所有迈达斯国王的追随者中间
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 ，寻觅宝藏才最富于美妙的憧憬。

但是，我还是要说几句题外话——拙劣的作者都难免如此——我是个多情的傻瓜。我见到梅·玛莎·曼格姆后，就属于她了。她十八岁，肤色像新钢琴的象牙琴键一样白皙，容貌秀丽，楚楚动人，仿佛一位单纯的天使被贬降人间，注定要生活在得克萨斯草原上沉闷的小镇里。她身上有一种奇妙的庄重和动人的魅力，凭她的美貌和气质，她完全可以轻易摘下比利时或者任何什么花哨王国皇冠上的红宝石，就像摘木莓一样简单。不过，她自己并不知道这一点，我也没告诉她。

你知道，我想要赢得并拥有梅·玛莎·曼格姆。我要她和我终生相伴，每天把我的拖鞋和烟斗放到我晚上找不到的地方。

梅·玛莎的父亲蓄着大胡子，戴着眼镜，胡子和眼镜几乎把他整个人都遮住了。他活着就是为了昆虫，为了蝴蝶，为了天上飞的、地上爬的、钻进你脖子里的或者落到黄油上的虫子。他是位昆虫学家，或者是诸如此类的家伙。他这辈子都在外面用纱网捕捉甲虫科的飞虫，然后用大头针把它们钉住，给它们起名字。

他们全家只有他和玛莎两个人。玛莎照顾他，让他能吃上饭，衣服不至于穿反，让他保存标本的玻璃瓶里的酒精经常满着。因此他对玛莎也异常珍视，把她看做最后精美的人类样本。据说，科学家们都是心不在焉的。

除了我之外，还有一个人也对梅·玛莎·曼格姆图谋不轨。那人就是古德罗·班克斯，一个刚刚从大学回到家来的年轻人。书本上所能得到的所有知识他都具备：拉丁文、希腊文、哲学，尤其是高等数学和逻辑学。

要不是因为他总喜欢在人前卖弄自己的知识和学问，我本来会很喜欢他的。即便如此，你也可以认为，我们仍然是好朋友。

我们一有空就凑在一起，因为每个人都想从对方嘴里捞些稻草，打探出梅·玛莎·曼格姆内心的动向——这种比喻太不准确了。古德罗·班克斯才不会犯这种错误呢。情敌之间都是如此。

你也许会说古德罗更注重书籍、礼貌、文化、智慧，还有衣着。而我则会使你想起垒球和周五晚上的辩论会——这些对我来说就算文化了——也许还会想到一个骑马高手。

但是不管是在我和他的闲聊中，还是我们去拜访梅·玛莎，和她聊天时，古德罗·班克斯和我都看不出来她到底更喜欢我们中间的哪一个。梅·玛莎生性如此，从不爱明确表态，还躺在摇篮里的时候，她就懂得让人们去揣摩她的心思了。

我已经说过，曼格姆老头总是心不在焉。很久以后，他有一天发现——准是一只小蝴蝶告诉他的——有两个年轻人正想网走那个照料他安逸生活的年轻姑娘，他的女儿，或者是诸如此类的法律上的附属物。

我此前从没想到科学家们居然也能对这种局面应对自如。老曼格姆在口头上把我和古德罗归了类，轻巧地把我们定位在脊椎动物中最低级的纲目，而且是用英语说的，没有用深奥的拉丁文，除了一句“奥格托里斯，赫尔维蒂之王”——我也只懂得这么一句拉丁文。他还告诉我们，要是下次我们再在他家附近转悠被他逮住，他就要把我们俩加进他收集的标本里了。

古德罗·班克斯和我躲避了五天，想等风声平息下来。等我们壮起胆子再次登门拜访的时候，梅·玛莎·曼格姆和她父亲已经不见了。离开了！他们租住的房子大门紧锁，他们仅有的财物也都被搬走了。

梅·玛莎没有给我们中任何一个人留下只言片语，也没在山楂树上钉上一张飘动的白色纸条，她没有用粉笔在门柱上画个记号，更没有在邮局里留一张明信片，给我们一些提示。

整整两个月，古德罗和我想尽一切办法，分头去追踪这两个逃亡者。我们和火车站的售票员、出租马车行里的人、火车上的乘务员，并和镇上唯一一位警察套近乎，拉关系，可是都一无所获。

后来，我和古德罗便成了比任何时候都更亲密无间的朋友和更势不两立的仇人。每天下午干完活儿，我们都在斯奈德酒馆后面的房间里聚会，玩玩骨牌，有时候也聊聊天，但话中有话，总想从对方嘴里套出些新的发现。情敌之间都是如此。

古德罗·班克斯总是用一种嘲弄的方式卖弄自己的学问，把我列为那类只配念“简·瑞真可怜，她的小鸟儿死了，没有什么东西可玩了”的人。不过我还是挺喜欢古德罗的，我看不起他那些大学里学来的学问，而且人们都认为我与人为善，所以我就忍住了火气。再说，我还想探听出他到底有没有梅·玛莎的消息，我这才耐着性子继续同他来往。

一天下午我们聊天时，他对我说：“埃德，就算你找到了她，你又能有什么指望呢？曼格姆小姐很有头脑。也许她单纯淳朴，但她注定要享受比你能给她的更高级的生活。在和我交谈过的人里，没有人比她更能欣赏古代诗人作家的作品，以及那些吸收并发展了古人生活哲学的近代文人的魅力。你不觉得寻找她是在白白浪费你自己的时间吗？”

“我所认为的幸福家庭，”我说，“就是在得克萨斯草原上有一幢八个房间的房子，四周橡树葱茏，傍依一泓池水。客厅里，”我接着说，“放着一架带自动弹奏器的钢琴，牧场上的栅栏里养着三千头牛。但这只是一个开始，一辆四轮马车和拴在柱子上的小马随时听从‘太太’——也就是梅·玛莎·曼格姆——使唤，她可以随心所欲地花费牧场赚来的钱。她将和我终生相伴，每天把我的拖鞋和烟斗放到我晚上找不到的地方。幸福的家庭，”我说，“将会是这个样子，你那些课程啦，崇拜啦，哲学啦之类的东西连一枚无花果——连干瘪的、士麦拿地摊上卖的无花果都不值。”

“她应该享受更为高级的生活。”古德罗·班克斯又说了一遍。

“不管她应该享受什么，”我回说，“现在的问题是她消失了。而我要尽快找到她，这用不着什么大学的东西帮忙。”

“这副牌没法玩了，”古德罗扔下一张骨牌说，然后我们喝起了啤酒。

没过多久，我认识的一个年轻农民来到镇上，给我带来一张折好的蓝纸。他说他爷爷刚刚去世。我强忍住眼泪，他接着说老人家把这张图纸珍藏了二十年，把它作为遗产的一部分传给家人，剩下的遗产是两头毛骡和一块不能种庄稼的土地。

纸上标的日期是一八六三年六月十四日，那种蓝色的纸是废奴主义者和分裂主义者战争期间使用的。上面记录的是价值三十万美元的十驮金币和银币的埋藏地点。老朗德尔——也就是孙子山姆的祖父——从一个西班牙传教士那里得到了这个消息，那位传教士参加了宝藏的埋藏，许多年以前——不，许多年以后——他在老朗德尔家中去世。老朗德尔根据传教士的口授记录了下来。

“你父亲为什么不去找这笔宝藏呢？”我问小朗德尔。

“他还没来得及去，眼睛就瞎了。”他回答。

“那你自己为什么不去找呢？”我又问。

“哎，”他说，“我是十年前才知道有这张图纸的。春天我要忙着犁地，接着要在玉米地里锄草，然后就要替牲口准备饲料，很快冬天就来临了，就这么一年又一年地过来了。”

我觉得他的话非常有道理，当场就决定和小李·朗德尔合作觅宝。

图纸上的说明非常简略。驮着宝藏的骡队从多洛雷斯县一个古老的西班牙传教基地出发，按照指南针所指的方向，向正南行进，一直来到了阿拉米托河。他们涉水过河，把宝藏埋在两座大山中间一座马鞍形的小山顶上。藏宝地点有一堆乱石作为标记。几天后，参加埋藏宝藏的人都被印第安人杀死了，只有那个西班牙传教士幸免于难。因此，这成了独家秘密，在我看来，这样再好不过了。

李·朗德尔提议再添置一套野营装备，雇一个勘测员测量出西班牙传教基地到藏宝地点的路线，然后等那三十万美元的金币和银币一到手，我们就到沃思堡去游山玩水。不过，虽然没有受过太多教育，我倒是有一个节省时间、减少开销的办法。

我们去了州土地局，请他们根据老传教基地到阿拉米托河一带的全部测量图绘制一幅实用的、他们所谓的实用简图。我在图上对着南方画了一条通向河岸的直线。实用简图上准确标明了每条测量路线的长度和所处地区。我们凭借这些资料，在河岸上找到一个点，然后把它同洛斯安尼莫斯五里格测量图上的一个重要的、标志明确的地区连接了起来——这片土地是西班牙国王菲利浦的授地。

这么一来，我们就没有必要雇勘测员来全线勘测了，省下来不少开支和时间。

李·朗德尔和我套好一辆两匹马拉的大车，装上所有的必需物品，赶了一百四十九英里，来到了离我们要去的地点最近的市镇——奇科镇。我们找到镇上勘测局的代理人，他为我们找到了洛斯安尼莫斯测量图上的地区，又按照我们实用简图上的要求向西走了五千七百二十巴拉的路程，在找到的地方搁上一块石头。接着，他喝了咖啡，吃过咸肉，然后搭上邮车回到了奇科镇。

我相信我们准能找到那三十万块钱。李·朗德尔只能分到三分之一，因为寻宝的所有费用都由我承担了。有了那二十万，只要梅·玛莎·曼格姆还在这世界上，我知道我一定能找到她。有了这笔钱，我还能使曼格姆老头的蝴蝶在鸽笼里扑腾。要是我能找到那笔宝藏该有多好啊！

李·朗德尔和我扎起帐篷。河对岸有十来座松柏郁郁葱葱的小山，但是没有一座是马鞍形的。我们并没有灰心。事物的外表都具有欺骗性，但情人眼里出西施，马鞍也是如此。

我同宝藏的孙子仔细查看了那些松柏覆盖的小山，就像太太们找捣乱的跳蚤那样细心。我们沿着河岸，在两英里的范围内，研究了每一座山的山坡、山顶、周缘、平均海拔、角度、坡度和凹陷处。我们忙活了整整四天。然后我们套好那了那匹杂色马和那匹暗褐色马，把剩下的咖啡和咸肉拉到了一百四十九英里之外的康卓镇。

在回去的路上，李·朗德尔嚼了许多烟草。我着急要回去，忙着赶车。

我们空手而归之后，我很快就在斯奈德酒馆后面的房间碰到了古德罗·班克斯。我们一边玩骨牌，一边相互探听消息。我把寻觅宝藏的经过告诉了古德罗。

“我要是能找到那三十万美元的宝藏，”我对他说，“我就可以走遍全世界，找到梅·玛莎·曼格姆啦。”

“她应该享受更为高级的生活。”古德罗说，“我自己会去找她的。不过你给我讲讲，那笔尚未出土的宝藏被轻率埋藏的地点，你是怎么找到的呢？”

我把事情的来龙去脉详细地告诉了他，还给他看了制图员绘制的实用简图，上面各地间的距离标得清清楚楚。

他大大咧咧地瞥了一眼图纸，然后往椅子上一靠，对我一阵大学式的大笑，带着讽刺意味，充满了优越感。

“咳，吉姆，你真是个傻瓜。”他渐渐止住了笑，对我说。

“该你下注啦。”我捏住手里的两边都是六点的牌，耐心地说。

“二十。”古德罗说罢，用粉笔在桌子上画了两个叉。

“我为什么是傻瓜？”我问道，“以前不是很多地方都找到过埋藏的宝藏嘛。”

“因为，”他说，“在计算你那条线路同河岸的相交点时，你没有考虑到磁差。那里的磁差应该是偏西九度。把你的铅笔给我。”

古德罗·班克斯立刻在一个旧信封背面计算起来。

他说：“从西班牙传教基地自北往南的那条线路的距离正好是二十二英里。按照你的说法，这条线是按袖珍指南针画定的。把磁差的因素考虑进去，你应该寻觅宝藏的地点是在阿拉米托河岸上离你实际到达的地点往西六英里九百四十五巴拉。哎，吉姆，你真傻！”

“你说的磁差是什么东西？”我问道，“我认为数字才是最可信的。”

“磁差是磁针与真正子午线之间的偏差。”古德罗说。

他不可一世地笑了笑，脸上露出了寻觅宝藏的人所特有的迫不及待、贪心如焚的神情。

“有时候，”他带着预言者的派头说，“这些古老的有关埋藏宝藏的传说也并非无稽之谈。你不妨把那张记述藏宝地点的文件给我看看。说不定咱们可以一起……”

结果，古德罗·班克斯和我这对情场上的敌人变成了探险中的伙伴。我们从离铁路线最近的小城亨特斯堡搭驿车到奇科镇。到了奇科镇之后，我们雇了一辆装有弹簧和车篷的马车来拉运我们的野营装备。我们仍旧请了上次的那位勘测员，按照古德罗根据磁差修正的距离重新测定了路线，然后打发他上路回家。

天黑以后我们才到达目的地。我喂了马，在离河岸不远处生起火，做了晚饭。古德罗本来可以帮忙的，但是他的大学教育使他不能胜任这些实际工作。

不过，我干活的时候，他用古代死人留传下来的伟大思想逗我开心。他大段大段地引用从希腊文翻译过来的作品。

“阿那克里翁，”他解释说，“这可是曼格姆小姐最喜爱的一段——就如我刚才朗诵的那样。”

“她应该享受更为高级的生活。”我重复他的话。

“难道还有什么，”古德罗问道，“能比整天徜徉在古典作品之中，在知识与文化的气氛中生活更为高级的吗？你经常诋毁教育。但由于对简单数学的无知，你还不是白白费了许多力气？如果不是我的知识指出你的错误，你要花多少时间才找得到宝藏呢？”

“我们先看看河对岸的那些小山吧，”我说，“看我们能有什么发现。我对磁差的说法仍表示怀疑。我活到这么大，一直相信磁针是正对北极的。”

第二天，六月早晨的阳光明媚灿烂。我们一早起来，吃了早饭。古德罗沉醉于四周的美景之中，在我烤咸肉的时候，他朗诵了——我想大概是济慈的诗句，可能是凯利，要不就是雪莱的吧。这里的河不过是一条浅浅的小溪，我们已经准备好渡河到对岸，去勘测对岸那些山峰陡峭、松柏掩映的小山。

“我的好尤利西斯啊，”我在洗早饭用的铁盘子时，古德罗拍着我的肩膀说，“让我再看看那张迷人的图纸吧。我记得上面说要爬过一座马鞍形的小山。我从没见过马鞍，马鞍是什么形状的，吉姆？”

“这次文化没有用了吧。”我说，“我看见了就知道。”

古德罗看着老朗德尔留下的那张图纸，嘴里突然冒出一句很没有大学风度的骂人的话儿。

“你过来！”他对着阳光举起那张纸说，“你看。”他用手指指点着给我看。

我看见那张蓝色的图纸上清晰地写了一行颜色较浅的字母和数字：“莫尔文，一八九八。”这些我以前从没注意到。

“那又怎么样？”我问道。

“那是水印。”古德罗说，“这张纸是一八九八年生产出来的。可图纸上写的日期却是一八六三年。这分明是伪造的。”

“哦，可不能这么说吧，”我回答，“朗德尔一家都是很可靠、很淳朴的，都是没有受过教育的乡下人。这说不定是纸张制造商们设下的骗局。”

这时，古德罗在他受过的教育所许可的范围内大发雷霆。他摘下眼镜，死死地盯住我。

“我早就说过你是个傻瓜。”他说，“你自己让那个乡巴佬骗了还不算，你还来骗我。”

“我怎么是骗你呢？”我问道。

“无知，你以你的无知骗了我。”他说，“我两次在你的计划里发现了严重的缺陷，只要受过小学教育，你都不至于犯下这种错误。此外，”他接着说，“这场寻宝骗局，让我花了不少冤枉钱，我可花不起。我不干啦。”

我站起身，拿着一把刚从洗碗水里捞出来的锡制勺子指着他。

“古德罗·班克斯，”我说，“在我眼里，你受的教育连颗煮得半生不熟的豆子都不值。对别人的教育我还能勉强容忍，对你的教育我就是一贯鄙视。你的学问给你带来了什么益处？它祸害了你自己，惹得你朋友讨厌。走吧！”我说，“带着你的水印和磁差见鬼去吧。它们在我眼里什么都不是，根本阻止不了我寻宝的决心。”

我用勺子指着河对岸一座马鞍形的小山。“过一会儿我就到那座山上去，”我接着说，“搜寻宝藏。你现在赶快决定参加还是不参加。你要是因为水印和磁差就打退堂鼓，你根本就不是真正的探险家。赶快决定吧。”

河边的路上远远地升腾起一片白色的尘土，那是赫斯帕卢斯去奇科镇的邮车。古德罗拦住了它。

“这个骗局与我无关了。”他仍余怒未消，“现在只有傻瓜才会把那张图纸当回事。好吧，吉姆，你一向都是傻瓜。你留下来听天由命吧，我管不着。”

他收拾好私人物品，爬上邮车，神经质地推了推眼镜，在一片扬起的尘雾中消失了。

我洗完盘子，把马匹牵到一块新鲜的草地上拴好，然后过河，又慢慢穿过了松柏树丛，爬上了马鞍形小山的山顶。

那是一个美妙的六月天。我这辈子都还没有见过这么多的鸟儿，这么多的蝴蝶、蜻蜓、蚱蜢，还有天上飞的、地上爬的、长翅膀的、带螫刺的动物。

我从山脚到山顶地把那座马鞍形的小山搜了个遍，都没有找到任何有关宝藏的线索。山上没有乱石堆，树上也没有指示道路的旧刻痕，朗德尔老头图纸上说的那笔价值三十万美元的宝藏连影子都找不到。

我沐浴着下午的凉爽下了山，走出了松树丛，意外地闯进一个风景如画、树木葱茏的山谷。那里有一道小溪潺潺流过，注入阿拉米托河。

使我吃惊的是，我看到了一个野人模样的家伙。那人披头散发，胡子蓬松，在追捕一只翅膀华美艳丽的硕大无比的蝴蝶。

“说不定是从疯人院里逃出来的疯子。”我心里暗想。他怎么会跑到如此远离教育和知识的地方，这使我百思不得其解。

我又往前走了几步，看到小溪旁边有一幢藤萝覆盖的小屋，在林间一小块草地上，梅·玛莎·曼格姆正在摘野花。

她站起身来，注视着我。认识她以来，我第一次看到她那像新钢琴的白象牙琴键的脸上泛起了红晕。我一言不发，向她走去。她手中刚摘好的野花慢慢地散落到草地上。

“我就知道你会来的，吉姆。”她清晰地说，“爸爸不让我写信，但是我就知道你会来的。”

接下来的事情，想必各位已经猜得到了——我的车辆和马匹就在河对岸。

我一直弄不明白，一个人学到的知识再多，如果不能为自己所用，那知识又有什么用呢？要是知识的好处都归了别人，那教育的作用又何在呢？

我之所以这么说，是因为梅·玛莎·曼格姆同我厮守在一起。我们有一幢有八个房间的房子，四周橡树葱茏，一架带自动弹奏器的钢琴，牧场上圈养的牛数量相当可观，正向三千头发展。

我晚上骑马回家时，我的拖鞋和烟斗都被放到我找不到的地方了。

可是，谁在乎这些呢？谁在乎——谁会在乎呢？





————————————————————




(1)

  迈达斯国王：希腊神话中弗里吉亚的国王。能点石成金。





双面骗子



乱子是从拉雷多开始的。这件事其实要怪小利亚诺，因为他本该把杀人的对象局限于墨西哥人。不过小利亚诺已经二十多岁了；在里奥格兰德河边境上，年过二十还只敢杀墨西哥人，未免让人过于难堪了。

事情发生在老胡斯托·瓦尔多斯的赌场里。当时有一场扑克牌赌局，牌桌上的玩家大多互不相识。大伙儿骑着马，从遥远的地方赶来，想碰碰运气，素昧平生也很自然。但是，他们后来却为了一对王后这样的小事吵得不可开交。硝烟散尽，人们发现，不但小利亚诺举止太过鲁莽，他的对手也犯了一个大错。那个不幸的对手并不是什么墨西哥佬，而是一个来自牧场的出身良好的青年，年纪和小利亚诺相仿，还有不少朋友和支持者。他犯下的错误就在于开枪时子弹偏离了小利亚诺右耳十六分之一英寸，没有打中；这一失误并没有让那位枪法更高明的射手三思而行，克制住自己的鲁莽。

小利亚诺没有随从，也没有众多仰慕他和拥护他的人——即使是在冲突频繁的边境上，他的脾气也是出了名的暴躁——因此，他觉得采取那项“走为上策”的明智之举，同他性格中那不可或缺的倔犟本性其实并不矛盾。

复仇的人很快聚集起来，四处追踪他。其中有三个人在离火车站不远的地方，赶上了小利亚诺。他转过身，露出灿烂却阴沉的狞笑，就像他在进行蛮横的暴力行动前通常所做的那样。追他的人甚至没等到他伸手拔枪，便退了回去。

不过，在这次事件中，小利亚诺并没有像平时一样，感受到那股好勇斗狠、存心找人拼命的饥渴。那纯粹是一场偶然发生的争吵，完全是牌桌上两人偶尔几句让人难以容忍的粗话引起的，结果那个风华正茂的小伙子就被小利亚诺的一颗子弹干掉了。其实小利亚诺还是挺喜欢这个身材瘦高、傲慢无礼、面庞黝黑的小伙子的。可是眼下，他不希望再发生什么流血事件。他想避开，躲得远远的，随便找块牧豆草地，在太阳底下用手帕盖住脸，好好地睡上一觉。在这种心情下，墨西哥人即使挡住了他的道，也会很安全的。

小利亚诺大摇大摆地登上了一辆北上的客车，五分钟后便出站了。可是列车没行驶几英里，刚到韦布就接到讯号，临时停下来，让一位旅客上车。小利亚诺随即放弃了这种搭车逃跑的办法。前面还有不少电报局呢；看到电力和蒸汽之类的玩意儿，小利亚诺就非常恼火。对他来说，马鞍和马刺才是安全的庇护所。

小利亚诺并不认识那个被他枪杀的人，不过他知道那人是伊达尔格的科拉里托斯牛场的。那个牧场的人都是来自西班牙的下层贵族，要是他们牧场有人吃了亏，或受了伤，他们要比世代结仇的肯塔基人更爱寻仇，报复起来也更加残酷。因此，凭借一种大农场主的智慧，小利亚诺决定，尽可能远离那群西班牙人。

车站附近有一家店铺，店铺附近的牧豆树丛和榆树林中间有几匹顾客尚未卸鞍的马。它们大多耷拉着脑袋，四肢虚弱，半睡半醒地等待着。但是有一匹长腿弯颈的枣红马却正在喷响鼻，刨草皮。小利亚诺跳上这匹马，夹紧双腿，用马主人的鞭子轻轻打了它一下。

如果说，枪杀那个胡作非为的牌桌赌徒的行为，让小利亚诺正直善良的公民荣誉蒙上了一层阴影的话，那么，刚刚这件事情就足以使他名声扫地。在里奥格兰德河边境，你夺走一个人的生命有时倒无足轻重，可是如果夺走一个人的马，那简直就是让他破产，而你自己也不会因此变得富有——要是你被逮住的话。不过现在，小利亚诺已经顾不上这些了。

骑着这匹欢蹦乱跳的枣红马，他把忧虑和不安都抛到了九霄云外。策马疾驰了五英里后，他转向东北方向的纽西斯河的低洼地带，像平原人那样随意漫行。他很熟悉这片区域——熟悉那一大片遍布灌木丛和梨树林的荒野中最曲折复杂、最偏僻隐蔽的小路，熟悉在哪里有能得到款待的营地和荒凉的牧场。小利亚诺一直朝着东方前进，因为他这辈子还没有见过大海，所以他幻想着抚摸一下墨西哥湾这匹淘气小马的鬃毛。

三天之后，他站在科珀斯克里斯蒂的海岸上，眺望着宁静的海面上泛起的粼粼微波。

纵帆船“远洋号”的布恩船长正站在小快艇边，一个水手守着小快艇。帆船刚准备起航的时候，船长发现他忘了一件生活必需品——口嚼烟草块，就派了一个水手去买这件被遗忘的货物。与此同时，他在沙滩上来回踱步，一边随口骂着什么，一边嚼着口袋里的存货。

一个穿高跟马靴、高瘦结实的小伙子来到了海边。他看起来乳臭未干，脸上却又流露出一种早熟的严厉神情，说明他有着成年人的丰富阅历。他的皮肤天生就黑，加上户外生活的风吹日晒，就变成了深褐色。他的头发又黑又直，像印第安人一样；他的脸还没有经历过剃须刀翻掘的羞辱；他那双蓝眼睛冷漠无情，坚定从容。他的左胳膊有点儿往外撇，那是因为，警长们见到珍珠贝柄的四五口径手枪就会大皱眉头，他只好把手枪插在坎肩左边的袖孔里，却显得有点太长了。他带着中国皇帝那种无动于衷的庄严神情，眺望着布恩船长身后的海湾。

“想把海湾买下来吗，老弟？”船长问道，语气中带着讥讽。他差点要做一次没有烟草的航行，心里正没好气。

“哦？不，”小利亚诺回答着，语气温和，“我没有这个打算。我还从来没见过大海，只是看看而已。你也没打算把它卖了吧？”

“这一次没有这项计划。”船长说，“等我从布埃纳斯蒂埃拉斯回来吧。我把它给你送过去，货到付款。来了，那个菜鸟水手总算把烟草买来了，他跑得太慢了，要不然，一个钟头前我就可以起锚了。”

“那儿停着的大船是你的吗？”小利亚诺问道。

“嗯，是啊，”船长回答说，“要是你把一条纵帆船叫做大船的话，我吹吹牛也没有关系。不过准确地说，船主是米勒和冈萨雷斯，而我，老塞缪尔·K．布恩，只是一个没什么了不起的船长。”

“这船要去哪儿？”正在逃亡的人问道。

“布埃纳斯蒂埃拉斯，南美海岸——我上次去过那里，不过想不起来那个国家叫什么名字了。船上装的是木材、竹节铁条和大砍刀。”

“那是个什么样的国家？”小利亚诺问道，“天气是冷还是热？”

“不冷不热，老弟，”船长说，“那儿景色秀丽，四季如春，简直就是世外桃源。早上一睁眼就能听到长着七条紫尾巴的红鸟在歌唱，微风在奇花异草之间叹息。当地居民从来不用干活，因为他们躺在床上，只要伸伸手，就能摘到一大篮一大篮上好的温室水果。那里没有礼拜天，没有冰，没有房租，没有烦恼，没有用处，什么都没有。对于那些只想躺在床上等好运降临的人来说，那个国家简直是再好不过了。飓风和你吃的香蕉、橘子、菠萝就是从那里来的。”

“听你说来，那可真是个不错的地方！”小利亚诺兴致盎然，问道，“搭你的船去那里要多少钱？”

“二十四块，”布恩船长说，“包括伙食费和船费。二等舱。我船上没有头等舱。”

“我要和你们一起去。”小利亚诺一边说，一边掏出了一个鹿皮袋子。

他去拉雷多的时候，准备像以前那样纵情狂欢，身上带了三百美元。瓦尔多斯赌场的那场决斗，中断了他寻欢作乐的季节，但是却让他留下了将近两百美元；如今由于决斗而不得不逃亡时，这笔钱倒帮了他一个大忙。

“好吧，老弟。”船长说，“我希望你妈妈不要误以为是我带你出走的而责怪我。”他招手叫过来一个水手，说，“让桑切斯背你到小艇上，别弄湿了你的鞋。”

美国驻布埃纳斯蒂埃拉斯的领事萨克先生还没有烂醉如泥，才刚到十一点钟而已，在下午三四点之前，他从来都达不到那种他所渴望的飘然欲仙的境界——到了那种境界，他就会唱起催人泪下的歌曲，往他那只尖声怪叫的八哥身上扔香蕉皮。现在，他躺在吊床上，因为听到一声轻微的咳嗽而抬起头来。看到小利亚诺站在领事馆门口时，他还比较清醒，仍然能够维持一个大国代表的风度，表现出应有的礼貌和热情。

“打扰了，”小利亚诺悠悠然地说道，“我只是顺路拜访。他们告诉我，按规矩，开始在镇上闲逛之前，应当到你的地盘上来一次。我刚从得克萨斯搭船到这里。”

“很高兴认识你，请问怎么称呼？”领事说。

小利亚诺笑了。

“斯布拉格·多尔顿。”他说，“这个姓名，我自己听了都觉得好笑。在里奥格兰德河一带，大家都叫我小利亚诺。”

“我姓萨克。”领事说，“坐那张藤椅吧。你到这里来，要是想投资，很需要有人帮你出点儿主意。这些肮脏的黑鬼，如果你不了解他们的作风，他们会把你牙齿上镀的金子都骗光的。来根雪茄吗？”

“多谢，”小利亚诺说，“我不抽雪茄。不过，假如我后裤袋里没有烟草和那个小包，我一分钟也活不下去。”他取出烟草和卷烟纸，卷了一支烟。

“这里的人都说西班牙语，”领事说，“你需要一个翻译。有什么地方我可以效劳的话，哎，我会非常荣幸。如果你打算买果树地，或者想搞什么土地经营权，你一定需要一个熟悉内幕的人，给你一些建议。”

“我会说西班牙语，”小利亚诺说，“大概比说英语要好九倍。我来的那个牧场，每个人都说西班牙语。而且，我不打算买什么东西。”

“你会说西班牙语？”萨克若有所思地说。他出神地打量着小利亚诺。

“你的长相也挺像西班牙人，”他接着说，“而且还是从得克萨斯来的。你的年纪顶多也就是二十一二岁。就是不知道你有没有胆量。”

“你好像有什么秘密计划？”小利亚诺问道，他精明得难以置信。

“你想参与吗？”萨克问。

“我不妨对你实话实说，”小利亚诺说，“我在拉雷多卷进了一场小小的枪战，打死了一个白人，因为当时周围没有适合杀的墨西哥人。我来到你们这个不是鹦鹉就是猴子的牧场，只是想继续活着，闻闻牵牛花和金盏草的香气。现在，你明白了吗？”

萨克站起身把门关好。

“让我看看你的手。”他说。

他抓着小利亚诺的左手，把手背仔仔细细地端详了一阵。

“我能做到，”他兴奋不已，“你的肌肉简直像木头一般结实，也像婴儿一般健康，一个星期内就能痊愈。”

“要是你打算叫我来一场拳击，”小利亚诺说，“那你可别在我身上下赌注。如果换成枪，我一定奉陪。我可不喜欢像茶话会上的太太们那样，赤手空拳地打架。”

“比那容易多了，”萨克回答，“走到这儿来，好吗？”

他指着窗外一幢两层高的有宽阔回廊的白墙楼房。那座楼房矗立在海边一个树木葱茏的小山上，掩映在一片浓绿的热带植物中，格外醒目。

“那幢房子里，”萨克说，“住着一位和善的卡斯蒂利亚老绅士和他的夫人，他们迫不及待地想拥抱你，把钱塞满你的口袋。住在那里的是老先生桑托斯·乌瑞克，他拥有这个国家至少一半的金矿。”

“你没吃错药吧？”小利亚诺说。

“先坐下来，坐下，”萨克说，“听我告诉你。十二年前，他们失去了一个孩子。不，他并没有死——虽然这里的确有许多小孩儿喝了地面的淤水得病死了。他当时只有八岁，是个淘气得出格的小恶魔，无人不知。有几个勘探金矿的美国人路过这里，同乌瑞克先生有书信往来。他们非常喜欢这个孩子，在小家伙的脑袋里灌输了许多神乎其神的美国故事。他们走后一个月，这小家伙也失踪了。大家都在揣测，他可能是躲在一条运送水果船的香蕉堆里，偷偷到了新奥尔良。据说有人在得克萨斯见过他一次，但从此就毫无音讯了。老乌瑞克花了成千上万美元，想把他找回来。他夫人最为伤心，小家伙是她的命根子，她现在都还穿着丧服。但大家都说她相信孩子总有一天会回来的，她从来没有放弃过希望。那孩子左手的手背上文了一只爪子抓着长矛的老鹰，那是老乌瑞克在西班牙继承下来的家族的徽章之类的东西。”

小利亚诺慢慢抬起左手，好奇地盯着它。

“就是这个样子，”萨克说着，伸手到办公桌后面，拿出一瓶走私进来的白兰地。“你头脑机灵，我会文身。我在山打根当了一届领事，得到了什么好处？直到现在我才明白。一个礼拜的时间，我就能把那只爪子抓着长矛的老鹰文好，保证天衣无缝，就像你生来就有文身似的。我来时带了一套文身用的针和墨水，正是因为我料到总有一天会有你这么一个人来的，多尔顿先生。”

“噢，该死！”小利亚诺说，“我不是早就告诉过你我的名字了吗？”

“好吧，我就叫你‘小利亚诺’。反正这个名字也用不了多长时间了。换个名字，乌瑞克少爷，怎么样？”

“从我记事起，我就从来没有扮演过儿子的角色。”小利亚诺说，“如果我有父母，他们早在我第一次哇哇大叫时就进了鬼门关。你是怎么计划的？”

萨克往后一仰，靠在墙上，对着亮光举了举酒杯。

“现在的问题是，”他说，“在这件小事中，你愿意冒多大的风险？”

“我已经告诉过你我来这里的原因了。”小利亚诺简单地说。

“回答得很好。”领事说，“不过你用不着待很久。我的计划是这样的：等我在你手上文好那个徽记之后，我就通知老乌瑞克。在此期间，我把我能收集到的、关于那个家族的全部资料都提供给你，这样，你言谈举止之间就不会露出马脚了。你长得像西班牙人，又会说西班牙语，你了解家族的情况，又能聊聊得克萨斯的见闻，你还有文身徽章标志。到那时，我通知他们说，合法的继承人已经回来，想知道他能不能得到他们的接纳和宽恕。你猜会发生什么事情？他们肯定会冲到这里，搂住你的脖子，这场戏也就到此结束。大家可以到休息室吃吃点心，到大厅里溜达溜达了。”

“还有什么，我洗耳恭听。”小利亚诺说，“我刚到你的地盘，马鞍卸下来还没多长时间呢，老兄。虽然我以前不认识你，不过，要是你的目的只是获得那对父母的祝福，那我可算看错人了。”

“谢谢。”领事说，“我好久没有遇到像你这样能够举一反三、条理分明的人了。剩下的事情就水到渠成了。只要他们接纳了你，哪怕只有很短一段时间，也够我们办事了。别让他们有机会看到你左肩膀上有没有一块红色胎记。老乌瑞克家的一个小保险箱里经常放着五万到十万美元，而那个保险箱，你用一根铜丝就可以撬开，把这笔钱弄到手。我的文身技术值一半。我们把钱五五分成，然后随便搭上一条不定期开往里约热内卢的货船。如果因为少了我的服务，美国政府就分崩离析的话，那就让它垮掉吧。你觉得怎么样，先生？”

“这个我喜欢！”小利亚诺说，“这笔钱，我赚定了。”

“那好。”萨克说，“在我替你文上那只老鹰之前，你必须先躲起来。你可以住这幢房子的后房。我一向自己动手做饭，我一定尽我所能，在我们吝啬的政府发给我的薪酬所许可的范围之内款待你。”

萨克的计划是一个星期，但是，等到他耐心地在小利亚诺手上文好那个图案，并且觉得满意的时候，时间已经过去了两个星期。然后，萨克找了一个小男仆，把下面的便条送给了他们预谋暗算的人。






致白屋，堂·桑托斯·乌瑞克先生



尊敬的先生：




请容许我奉告，数日前，一位年轻人从美国来到布埃纳斯蒂埃拉斯，目前暂居寒舍。我不愿激起您莫大的希望，最终却事与愿违；我只能说，此人有可能就是您离家多年的儿子。您可以亲自来看看他。如果他确实是您的亲生骨肉，据我观察，他有回家的渴望；只是近乡情更怯，他不知能否得到善待和接纳，故惴惴不安，不敢贸然前去。









您忠实的仆人



汤普森·萨克






半小时以后——在布埃纳斯蒂埃拉斯，这已经是很迅速了——乌瑞克先生那辆古色古香的四轮马车，由一个赤脚的车夫鞭打吆喝着的几匹肥壮却笨拙的马驱使着，来到了领事住处的门口。

一个留了一把白胡子的高个子男人下了马车，然后从车中搀扶出一个穿黑衣服、蒙黑面纱的夫人。

两人急匆匆地走进屋子，萨克以最彬彬有礼、最富有外交风范的鞠躬迎接了他们。他的桌子旁边站着一个身材瘦高的年轻人，眉清目秀，皮肤黝黑，乌黑的头发梳得很整齐光亮。

乌瑞克夫人迅速地掀掉了自己的黑面纱。她已年过中年，头发开始花白，但风韵犹存，她那丰满的体态和浅橄榄色的皮肤都还保留着巴斯克地区女性所特有的美丽。不过，一见到她的眼睛，你就会领悟到其中埋藏的忧郁、哀伤和绝望，你就明白，这个女人只生活在某种记忆里。

带着饱受折磨的疑虑神情，她久久地、专注地凝视着那个年轻人。然后，她那双乌黑的大眼睛转动到了他的左手上。接着，她发出一声啜泣，声音虽然不大，却仿佛摇撼了整幢房子。她嚷道：“我的儿子！”便把小利亚诺紧紧搂在怀里。

一个月后，小利亚诺接到萨克捎给他的信，来到了领事馆。

他已经完全成了一位年轻的西班牙绅士。他的衣服都是进口货，珠宝商在他的身上费尽口舌，并不是没有回报的。他卷纸烟的时候，一枚大得异乎寻常的钻石戒指在他的手指上熠熠闪亮。

“事情进行得怎么样啦？”萨克问道。

“没怎么样。”小利亚诺平静地回答，“今天我第一次吃了蜥蜴肉饼。就是那种大蜥蜴，你知道吗？不过，我倒是认为，菜豆炒熏肉我也能凑合吃。你喜欢蜥蜴吗，萨克？”

“不，别的爬行类动物我也都不喜欢吃。”萨克回答。

现在是下午三点钟，再过一个小时，他就要达到那种飘飘欲仙的境界了。

“你该履行诺言了，老弟，”他接着说，猪肝色的脸上露出一副阴沉的模样，“你对我太不公平了。现在，你已经当了四个星期的宝贝儿子。只要你愿意，你顿顿都可以享用盛在金盘子里的小牛肉。哎，小利亚诺先生，你怎么能把我置之不理，让我老是过这种吃糠咽菜的生活？出什么问题了？你这双孝子的眼睛难道没有看见白屋里任何像是现金的东西？别跟我说你没看见。谁都知道老乌瑞克藏钱的地方。而且还是美国货币，因为他从来不接受其他国家的货币。你究竟怎么了？这次，别再说‘没什么’。”

“哎，当然，”小利亚诺一边欣赏着自己的钻石戒指，一边说，“那里确实有很多钱。虽然我不懂证券之类的玩意儿，没法估价，但是我可以负责任地说，在我刚认的父亲称之为保险箱的铁皮盒子里，我一次就见到过五万美元的现款。有时候，他让我保管钥匙，其实就是想向我证明，他相信我真是当年走失的那个弗朗西斯科。”

“哎，那你到底还在等什么呢？”萨克怒气冲冲地问道，“你别忘了，只要我高兴，我随时都可以揭穿你的老底。如果老乌瑞克知道你是个骗子，你知道会发生什么样的事情吗？得了，得克萨斯的小利亚诺先生，你根本不了解这个地方。这里的法律像拌了芥末，辛辣无比。这里的人会把你的四肢撑开，像一只被踩扁的青蛙，在广场的每一个角用五十多根棍子揍你。而且，每根棍子都要打断。接着，再把你身上剩下的皮肉喂鳄鱼。”

“现在，我也不妨告诉你，伙计，”小利亚诺身子往下一滑，舒服地躺在帆布椅子里，说道，“事情就维持目前这个样子。现在的情形刚刚好。”

“你这是什么意思？”萨克问道，杯底碰在桌子上，“咯咯”直响。

“计划取消了，”小利亚诺说，“以后你跟我说话，请称呼我堂·弗朗西斯科·乌瑞克，我保证会回答你。就让乌瑞克上校留着他的钱好了。你我都不能动手，他那只小铁皮保险箱同拉雷多第一国家银行的定时保险库一样安全可靠。”

“这么说来，你是想拒绝我了，是吗？”领事说。

“当然。”小利亚诺愉快地说，“拒绝你。说得对。现在我告诉你是什么原因。我到上校家的第一个晚上，他们领我到一间卧室里。不是在地板上铺一块床垫的那种——而是一间真正的卧室，有床，还有各种家具。在我入睡之前，我那位假母亲走了进来，替我掖好被子，说：‘小宝贝，我迷路的小心肝，上帝把你送回到我身边了。我永远赞美主的名字。’她说了一些诸如此类的废话。接着，她掉了几滴眼泪，就落在我的鼻子上。这一切，把我打动了，令我终生难忘，萨克先生。从那以后，一直都是这样。将来也会是如此。我这么说，你可别以为我是算计着自己能得到多少好处，你不要以小人之心度君子之腹。我这辈子，几乎没跟女人说过什么废话，也没有母亲可以交谈，但是对这位太太，我们却不得不隐瞒下去了。她已经经受过一次痛苦的煎熬了，再来第二次她肯定受不了。我是一个卑鄙可耻的畜生，也许不是上帝而是魔鬼把我赶到了这条路上。但是我要走下去，一直走到底。现在，记住，以后不管什么时候提起我的名字，别忘了我叫堂·弗朗西斯科·乌瑞克。”

“我今天就揭发你，你——你这个双面骗子，叛徒！”萨克结结巴巴地说。

小利亚诺站起来，并没有大动干戈，只是用他那刚强有力的手掐住了萨克的脖子，缓缓地把他推到一个角落去。接着，他从左胳膊底下抽出他那支珍珠贝柄的四五口径手枪，用冰冷的枪管戳着领事的嘴巴。

“我已经告诉过你我是为什么到这里来的。”他露出以前那种令人毛骨悚然的微笑，接着说，“如果我离开这里，将是由于你的原因。千万别忘了，老兄。现在，我叫什么名字来着？”

“噢——堂·弗朗西斯科·乌瑞克。”萨克呼吸急促地回答说。

外面传来一阵车轮声，有人在高声叫喊。木头鞭柄重重地打在肥马的背上，发出响亮的“啪啪”声。

小利亚诺收起手枪，向门口走去。不过，他又转过身子，走回到颤抖不已的萨克身边，冲着领事举起了左手。

“目前这种情况要维持下去，”他慢慢地说，“还有一个原因。我在拉雷多杀掉的那个人，左手手背上也有一个这样图案的文身。”

屋子外面，堂·桑托斯·乌瑞克那辆古色古香的四轮车驶到了门口。马车夫停止了吆喝。乌瑞克太太穿着一身色彩鲜艳、缀着白色蕾丝花边和飘扬的缎带的衣服，向前探出身子，一双柔和的大眼睛里洋溢着幸福的神情。

“你在里面吗？亲爱的儿子？”她用银铃般的卡斯蒂利亚语喊道。

“妈妈，我就来。”年轻的堂·弗朗西斯科·乌瑞克回答。




幕后黑手



“有许多伟大的人物，”我这样说是基于众多事实的基础之上的，“声称他们的成就应该归功于某些杰出的女人的帮助与鼓励。”

“这些我也知道，”杰夫·彼得斯说，“我在历史和神话书上读到过关于圣女贞德、耶鲁夫人、考德尔太太、夏娃和历史上其他著名女性的故事。不过，依我看来，现在女性无论在政界还是在商界都发挥不了什么作用。说起来，女人有什么过人之处呢？一流的厨师、时装设计师、护士、管家、速记员、职员、理发师和洗衣工都是男人。‘女人’能够超过男人的工作恐怕只有一件，那就是娱乐杂耍中的男演员。”

“我偶尔也曾有过这种想法，”我说，“但不管怎么说，你毕竟总能感到女人的机灵和直觉，对你这行——哦，对你的生意会有所帮助。”

“嗯，”杰夫郑重其事地点了点头，说道，“难道你真这样认为吗？不过，在任何一次干净的骗局里，女人都是靠不住的搭档。在你最需要她们帮助的时候，她们却诚实起来，拆你的台。我就曾领教过。

“我在准州地区有一个老朋友名叫比尔·亨伯尔，有一次他突发奇想，想要到联邦法院当一名执法官。当时，我和安迪正在做一门合法公平的生意——推销一种手杖。只要拧开手杖的柄，凑在嘴边一倒，就会有半品脱上等的黑麦威士忌流到你的喉咙里，作为对你的聪明才智的酬劳。警官们时常来找我和安迪的麻烦。当比尔把他这种勇挑重担的远大志向告诉我时，我立刻就想到比尔出任执法官对彼得斯—塔克公司的业务是大有裨益的。

“‘杰夫，’比尔对我说，‘你是学识渊博，受过良好教育的人，而且你的学识不局限于基础知识，你经验丰富，成就卓著。’

“‘这我承认，’我说，‘对此我从未后悔。我不是那种主张免费教育从而使教育身价大跌的人。请你告诉我，究竟什么对人类最有价值，是文学呢还是赛马？’

“‘这个……嗯……怎么说呢，玩诗歌的……当然啦，我的意思是诗人和伟大作家声望最高。’比尔说。

“‘这话不假，’我说，‘既然如此，那些伟大的金融家和慈善家为什么在赛马场要收两块钱的入场券，图书馆却免费开放呢？’我接着说，‘这种做法不是在向群众灌输一种思想，让他们对这两种自修和不守秩序的行为的相对价值做出正确的估计吗？’

“‘你的论点已经超越了我所能理解和争辩的范围了，’比尔说，‘我要你做的只是去一趟华盛顿，想办法替我谋到这个职位。我修养并不深厚，也不擅长尔虞我诈。我只不过是个普通公民，并且我需要这份工作。我杀过七个人，’比尔说，‘我有九个小孩，而且从今年五月一日起，我就成为了一名优秀的共和党党员。我既不识字，也不会写，可是我看不出我担任执法官有什么不合适。我觉得你的搭档塔克先生，’比尔接着说，‘也是个头脑灵活、擅长阿谀奉承的人，他一定能协助你帮我弄到这工作。我先付你一千元，作为你们在华盛顿吃喝行贿以及交通上的费用。如果你弄到了那份工作，我再付你一千元现钞，并且保证在十二个月内不干涉你私贩威士忌。你对西部是不是有足够的忠诚，能帮我在宾夕法尼亚铁路东端终点站的白房子向老爹疏通疏通？’比尔说道。

“后来，我和安迪交流了一下，他对这件事兴趣浓厚。安迪这个人个性复杂，他不满足于像我那样埋头干活，向农民推销那种既能捣肉排，又能当鞋擦、烫发箍、扳手、指甲锉、土豆捣碎器和音叉的小小的万能工具。安迪有艺术家的气质，不能把他当做牧师或正人君子那样的人，纯粹从商业的角度来衡量。于是，我们接受了比尔的委托，立刻动身前往华盛顿。

“我们在华盛顿南达科塔大道的一家酒店里安顿了下来，随后，我对安迪说：‘安迪，这是咱们有生以来第一次不得不做真正不诚信的生意。拉关系、走后门这类的事情咱们从来没干过的；但是为了比尔·亨伯尔，我们不得不出此下策。在一桩正当合法的买卖中，’我说，‘我们不妨来点儿弄虚作假的成分，可是在这种穷凶极恶、违法乱纪的生意里，我却认为最好还是采用直截了当、光明正大的方式。’我接着说，‘我建议，我们从这笔钱当中取五百元，直接交给国家竞选委员会主席，让他开一张收据，再把收据放在总统先生的办公桌上，然后和他谈比尔的事情。总统一定喜欢候选人以这样光明正大的方式来谋取官位，而不喜欢搞暗箱操作。’

“安迪赞同我的看法，但我们把计划和酒店服务员商讨之后，不得不放弃了这个主意。他对我们说，要想在华盛顿得到一官半职，只有一种办法，那就是通过一个议会女说客。他推荐一个人给我们，那个人就是艾弗里夫人，据说这位夫人在社交界和外交界都地位显赫。他还告诉了我们艾弗里夫人的地址。

“第二天早上十点钟，我和安迪来到了她下榻的酒店，被带进了她的会客室。

“这位艾弗里太太让人一见就觉得心情舒畅，烦恼顿消。她的头发和二十元面值的黄金证券背面的颜色一样，她的眼睛湛蓝，她的美艳足以使《七月》杂志的封面女郎相形见绌，和她相比，她们不过是孟农加希拉煤船上的厨娘。

“她穿着一件领口很低、缀满银质亮片的衣服，戴着钻石戒指和耳坠。她香肩裸露，一手在接桌上的电话，另一手正端着一杯茶。

“‘好吧，小伙子们，’她过了一会儿说，‘有什么事吗？’

“我尽可能简短地把我们要为比尔办的事告诉了她，并且开了我们所能付出的价钱。

“‘去西部混个官做很容易，’她说，‘让我看看，谁能替我们办成这件事。找准州的代表没什么用。我想，’她接着说，‘交给斯奈普参议员应该差不多，他是从西部什么地方来的。让我看看我的私人资料中他是个什么情况。’她说着，从书桌上标有‘斯’字的一格中取出了几张卡片。

“‘好的，’她说，‘他的卡片上标有一个星号，说明他“随时乐于效劳”。再让我们看看，“年龄五十五；结过两次婚；长老会教徒；喜欢金发的姑娘、托尔斯泰的小说、打扑克和清炖甲鱼；喝三瓶酒就会情绪激动。”哦，’她接着说，‘我有把握让你的朋友布默先生受命成为驻巴西公使。’

“‘亨伯尔，’我纠正她说，‘他要的位置是联邦法院的执法官。’

“‘哦，没错，’艾弗里太太说，‘这类事情我做过太多啦，有时候难免弄错。把这个案子做一个详细的备忘录给我，彼得斯先生，四天后再来。我估计到那时就办得差不多了。’

“我和安迪便回酒店去等着。安迪在房间里踱来踱去，捋着左面的胡子。

“‘一个女人如此美艳动人又智慧超群，真是少见，杰夫。’他说。

“‘少得像是用神话中叫做埃比德米斯的鸟生出的蛋煎的蛋卷一样。’我说。

“‘一个这样的女人，’安迪说，‘能够使男人名利双收，地位显赫。’

“‘我怀疑，’我说，‘女人除了替男人按时做好一日三餐，或者散布流言飞语，说另一个竞争对手的老婆在商场偷过东西，她们还能在什么地方对男人的工作有所帮助？她们不适合做生意、搞政治，正如英国诗人阿尔杰农·查尔斯·斯温伯恩不适合在查克·康纳斯一年一度的舞会上担任司仪一样。我也知道，’我对安迪说，‘有时候，女人似乎是以她丈夫的政治事务代表身份出现，但结果又如何呢？举个例子来说，一个男人原本有一个不错的职务，在阿富汗驻外领事馆工作，或者在特拉华—拉瑞坦运河当闸门管理员。那又怎么样呢？总有一天，这个男人会看见他的太太穿上套鞋，把三个月的鸟食放在金丝雀的鸟笼里。“到苏福尔斯去吗？”他的目光中还抱有一线希望，问道。“不，亚瑟，”她回答，“到华盛顿去。我们在这里被埋没了，”她说，“你应当在圣布里奇特宫廷里做一名特派跟班，或者在波多黎各岛上当总门房。这件事让我来为你安排一下。”’

“‘于是这位太太，’我对安迪说，‘就带着她的行李和必需的资本，到华盛顿来应付当权的人物了。她的行李中还包括她十五岁时一位内阁阁员写给她的五打大同小异的信，利奥波德国王写给史密斯学会的一封介绍信，一套留有淡黄色印迹的粉色绸子衣服。’

“‘哈，后来怎么样了呢？’我继续说，‘她把那些信件在同她衣服颜色相仿的晚报上发表了，她在巴尔的摩—俄亥俄铁路的火车站的一个候车室里发表了演说，然后去拜访总统。商业与劳工部的九等助理秘书、蓝厅的第一副官以及一个身份不明的有色人种却等在那里，抓住她的双手双脚。他们把她带到西南B街，扔在一个地下室的门口。结果就是这样。我们再次听到有关她的消息时，只知道她正在写明信片给中国大使，请求大使替亚瑟在茶叶店里找一个职位。’

“‘这么一说，’安迪说，‘你认为艾弗里夫人不会替比尔弄到那个执法官的职位吗？’

“我说：‘我不希望自己成为一名怀疑主义者，但我认为的确如此。我觉得，你我都做不到的事，她也不一定能做到。’

“‘我不同意你的看法，’安迪说，‘我可以跟你打赌，她一定做得到。我很看重女人的社交才能，并为此感到骄傲。’

“我们在约定的时间又来到了艾弗里夫人下榻的酒店。她看起来还是那么美艳动人，她的美貌足以使任何人听她随意摆布，答应由她来提名国内的任何官职。但是我对外貌的作用一向缺乏信心，因此，当她拿出一张公文，并且上面盖着美国政府的大印，背面签着‘威廉·亨利·亨伯尔’几个漂亮的大字时，我确实非常诧异。

“‘其实你们第二天就可以来拿了，小伙子们，’艾弗里夫人微笑着说，‘我不费吹灰之力就弄到手了，’她说，‘我只不过是张一张口，事情就办成了。我很愿意和你们多聊一会儿，’她接着说，‘但我实在太忙了，我知道你们一定会原谅我的。我还得处理一个大使、两个领事，还有十几个别的小官职的申请。我简直连睡觉的时间都挤不出来了。你们回去后，请替我向亨伯尔先生致意。’

“我把五百块钱交给她，她数都不数就扔进了写字桌的抽屉里。我把比尔的委任状揣在口袋里，就和安迪起身告辞了。

“我们当天就动身回准州，还提前给比尔打了一封电报：‘大功告成，备酒欢庆。’我们的心情倍感舒畅。

“一路上，安迪老是取笑我，说我太不了解女人了。

“‘好吧，’我说，‘我承认她确实出乎我意料之外。不过在我的经历中，还是第一次有女人能及时完成一件事而不出任何差错。’

“到了阿肯色州边界时，我掏出比尔的委任状，仔细看了看，然后交给安迪。安迪看过之后，也同我一样，沉默无语。

“这份文件确实是颁发给比尔的，并且是货真价实的公文，不过委任比尔的职务是佛罗里达州达德镇的邮政局长。

“我和安迪赶快在小石城下了火车，把委任状邮寄给了比尔。然后我们就沿着东北方向，奔苏必利尔湖而去。

“从此以后，我再也没有见到过比尔·亨伯尔。”




心　和　手



丹佛车站里，一群旅客涌进了开往东部的B & M特快列车的车厢。其中一节车厢里，坐着一位年轻漂亮的女士。她衣着时尚，身边堆放着的物品都是舒适豪华的旅行所必备的用品，她看起来就是位旅行经验丰富的人。刚刚上车的人群中有两个年轻男子，其中一位长得英俊帅气，满脸真诚坦率；另一位则面色阴郁，一脸愁苦，体格健壮，着装随意。这两个人的手被一副手铐连在一起。

他们沿着车厢的通道走了过来。那位迷人的年轻女士对面还有一排空座位，铐在一起的两个人就坐了下来。年轻女士的目光不经意间冷漠而迅速地从他们脸上扫过，然后，微微一笑。笑容点亮了她的脸庞，圆圆的脸蛋上也染上了娇羞的红晕。她伸出了一只戴着灰色手套的小手，开口说话时，声音圆润甜美，字斟句酌，一听就知道，她不但擅长演说，而且让别人愿意倾听。

“好吧，伊斯顿先生，既然您要让我先开口，我想我不得不先说了。您在西部遇见老朋友的时候，从来不跟他们打招呼吗？”

听到她的声音，年轻一点的男人大为震惊。他好像有点儿不知所措，但稍作挣扎之后，很快就摆脱了窘态，伸出左手，紧紧地握住了她的手指。

“原来是费尔蔡尔德小姐啊，”他面带微笑，说道，“请您原谅我不能用右手，它现在正忙着别的事情呢！”

他微微地抬了抬右手，手腕处那只锃亮的“手镯”紧紧地扣在同伴的左手上。女孩眼里兴奋的神采慢慢转变成了一种不知所措的恐惧，脸颊上的红晕也消退了。她双唇微张，流露出木然而痛苦的神情。伊斯顿似乎觉得有趣，微微笑了笑，正准备再度开口，却被同行的另一个人抢了话。那个面色阴郁的男人一直在透过他锐利、精明的眼睛观察着女孩神情的变化。

“请原谅我冒昧插话，小姐，但是我看得出您和这位警长是老相识。假如您能让他在我们做笔录的时候为我美言几句，那我在里边的日子就好过多了。他正要押我去莱文沃斯监狱。制造假币要判七年刑呢！”

“噢，”女孩深深地舒了一口气，脸色又恢复了红润，“那么，这就是您在西部的工作？成为了一位警长？”

“亲爱的费尔蔡尔德小姐，”伊斯顿平静地说，“我总要做点事情吧。钱这东西可是自己长着翅膀的。况且您也知道，要和华盛顿那帮朋友生活得步调一致，需要不少花费。我亲眼目睹这种事业在西部发展起来，而且——呃，一个警长的地位也没有大使那么高，不过……”

“那位大使，”这个女孩热情地说，“没有再登门拜访过了。他原本就不必这么做。这点您该知道。这么说来，您现在已经是一位英勇的西部英雄了，不但能骑马，还经历过枪战和各种危险呢。这和华盛顿的生活截然不同。老朋友们都很想念您呢。”

女孩充满惊奇的眼睛睁得更圆了，最后又停在那副闪闪发亮的手铐上。

“您别害怕这个，小姐，”另一位男子说道，“为了防止罪犯逃跑，警长都用手铐把自己跟罪犯铐在一起。伊斯顿先生知道该怎么做。”

“我们很快就能在华盛顿再见到您吗？”女孩问道。

“我想我们不会很快再见的，”伊斯顿回答，“我自由逍遥的日子恐怕已经结束了。”

“我喜爱西部。”女孩这句话好像很无厘头。她的双眸闪烁着温柔的光芒。她将头转向车窗，向外面看了一眼。接着，她不再刻意修饰自己的仪表和说话方式，说的话真挚坦率，“我和妈妈在丹佛度过了这个夏天，我父亲身体不太好，所以她上周就回家去了。我可以在西部快活地生活。我觉得这儿的空气很适合我。金钱不能代表一切。但是人们对有些事总是不能理解，而且执迷不悟……”

“喂，警长先生，”脸色阴郁的男人咆哮起来，“这太不公平了。我要喝水，而且，我都一整天没有抽上两口了。你们两位谈够了没有？现在带我到吸烟车厢去，行不行？我想抽烟，想得快要死了。”

捆绑在一起的两位旅客站了起来，伊斯顿脸上仍然挂着微笑。

“我不能拒绝一个抽烟的恳求，”他语调轻快地说道，“香烟是不幸者唯一的朋友。再见了，费尔蔡尔德小姐。公务在身，您不了解的。”他伸出手，准备握手道别。

“您不回东部去真是太遗憾了，”她回答，又恢复到高人一等的仪态和风度，“但是，我想，您必须去莱文沃斯的吧？”

“是啊，”伊斯顿回答，“我必须去莱文沃斯。”

两个男子侧着身子，沿着车厢的通道走进吸烟车厢。

旁边座位上的两位旅客几乎听完了他们所有的对话。其中一个人说道：“那位警长可真是个好人。西部有些人心地还是挺好的。”

“年纪轻轻就担任了那样的职务，不简单，不是吗？”另一个人问道。

“年轻？！”首先开口的旅客惊呼了一声，“怎么——哦！难道您没看出来吗？哦——您见过哪位警官将罪犯铐在自己右手上呢？”




带家具出租的房间



就像时光本身那样动荡不定、来去匆匆、不得安宁一样，在纽约下西区那一大片红砖楼里住着的绝大多数居民也都是如此。他们无家可归，却又处处为家。

他们不时从这个带家具出租的客房搬到另一处带家具出租的客房，永远都只是过客，住处变幻无常，感情与思绪也都漂泊不定。他们用雷格泰姆的鲜明节奏把流行歌曲《家，甜美的家》唱得支离破碎；他们把“全部家当”装进硬纸盒，一拎就走；缠在阔边帽上的装饰就是他们的葡萄藤；一盆橡胶做的假树就是他们的无花果树了。

所以这一带的房子里有成百上千的住户，可以述说的故事自然也是成百上千。毫无疑问，大多数故事枯燥乏味；不过，要说在这么多漂泊过客掀起的余波中找不出一两个幽灵，那才是怪事呢。

一天，天黑以后，有个青年男子在这片崩塌失修的红砖房子中间来回转悠，挨门挨户地按着门铃。到第十二家时，他把空荡荡的手提包放在台阶上，掸去帽檐上的灰，又擦了擦额头。门铃声很轻，好像传至遥远、空旷的房屋深处。

铃声响过，第十二家的女房东应声出来开门。她的模样让人想起令人恶心、吃得滚圆的蛆虫。这蛆虫已经把坚果吃得只剩下空壳，现在正想寻找可以充饥的房客来填充空缺。

年轻人询问有没有房间出租。

“进来吧。”房东说，她的喉咙好像塞了一层毛皮，声音从很深处挤了出来，“三楼还有个后间，一个星期前才空了出来。想去看看吗？”

年轻人跟着她走上楼。不知从什么地方照进来的一线微光，冲淡了过道上的重重暗影。他们不声不响地走在楼梯的地毯上，地毯早已破烂不堪，恐怕连造出它的织机都要否认这是自己的产品。它好像已经变成了植物，在这恶臭、阴暗的空气中腐朽退化成茂盛滋润的地衣或四处蔓延的苔藓，东一块西一块地盖满了整个楼梯，脚踩上去又黏又滑，像是踩在黏性很强的有机物上。在每个楼梯转角的地方，墙上都有空着的壁龛，兴许原来里面也曾放过花花草草。果真如此的话，那些花草肯定已经在污浊肮脏的空气中死去了。兴许里面也曾放过圣贤的雕像，但也不难想象，黑暗之中大大小小的魔鬼早就把它们拖了出来，一直拖到邪恶的深渊之中，让它们待在了堆满家具的地窖里。

“就是这间，”房东说着，还是那副毛茸茸的嗓子，“房间很不错，难得有空着的时候。今年夏天，这儿还住过几位很有身份的先生呢——他们从来不会招惹麻烦，总是提前付房租。自来水在走廊尽头。斯普罗尔斯和穆尼在这里住过三个月，她们是演杂耍的。布雷塔·斯普罗尔斯小姐——也许你听说过她吧——喔，那只是她的艺名。就在那张梳妆台上边，原来还挂过她的结婚证书呢，还镶了框。煤气开关在这儿。你再瞧瞧这壁橱有多宽敞。这个房间谁见了都喜欢，从来没长时间空过。”

“你这儿住过很多演戏的人吗？”年轻人问。

“他们总是来来往往。我的房客中有很多人都在演艺界闯荡。没错，先生，这一带正是剧院聚集区，演戏的人在哪儿都住不长久。来我这儿住过的倒也不少。他们啊，总是这个来，那个走的。”

他租下了这个房间，预付了一个星期的租金。他说他很累，想马上住下来。他点清了租金。女房东说，房间早就准备就绪，连毛巾和水都是现成的。女房东正要转身离开，青年人把那个停在嘴边、问了不下千遍的问题提了出来：

“你还记得房客中有过这样一个姑娘，叫瓦西纳小姐——埃卢瓦丝·瓦西纳小姐的吗？她多半是在剧院唱歌的。她长得很漂亮，中等个子，身材苗条，金色的头发微微有些发红，左侧的眉梢上有颗黑痣。”

“不，我记不得有叫这个名字的。那些舞台上的人经常换名字，就像换房间一样频繁，总是来来往往。不，我印象中从没有听说过这个名字。”

没有，都是不记得。五个月来，他不间断地打听询问，却得到千篇一律的否定回答。已经花了多少时间，白天向剧院老板、经理人询问，向各个学校和合唱团打听，晚上则混在观众之中去寻找。明星云集的大剧院去过，下流污秽的音乐厅也去过，他还真是害怕在低级的场所找到朝思暮想的她。他深深爱着她，一定要想尽一切办法找到她。他深信，自从她离开家乡，失去音讯，这座灯红酒绿、喧嚣如潮的大城市一定能容她藏身于某个角落。但这座城市也像一片险恶巨大的流沙，沙粒不停地无规则地移动变化，今天还浮在上层的沙粒，也许明天就沉沦到淤泥和黏土下面了。

这个带家具出租的房间，带着初次见面的虚伪殷勤，迎接新至的客人，就像一个虚情假意、面色潮红但神情憔悴的暗娼，敷衍了事地招呼客人那样。破旧的家具折射出一层淡淡的光，给人以一种诡异的慰藉。房间里有一个蒙着破烂绸套的沙发和两把椅子，两扇窗户之间镶着一面一英尺宽的廉价穿衣镜。墙上挂着一两只涂着金粉的相框，角落里还支着一张铜床。

房客有气无力地半靠在一把椅子上，此时，这间客房就如同通天塔里的一个套间，竭力用不同的语言，嘈杂混乱地向他讲述着，曾在这里留宿过的形形色色的房客的故事。

一张斑驳艳丽的地毯铺在地上，像一个鲜花盛开的长方形的热带小岛，被四周污秽不堪的垫子所形成的波涛汹涌的大海所包围。贴着花哨壁纸的墙上，粘满那些无家可归者四处漂流一向难以回避的图片：“胡格诺情侣”“第一次争吵”“婚礼上的早餐”“泉边的普塞克”等等。壁炉炉架的样式典雅庄重，外面却歪歪斜斜地挂着花哨的布帘，就像舞剧里亚马逊女人的腰带。炉架上还残留着零星物品，都是那些流落孤岛的房客看到幸运的风帆载他们驶往新码头时抛弃的东西：一两个廉价花瓶、女演员的照片、一只药瓶、几张散落的扑克纸牌。

就像一组密码被逐渐破译一样，先前居住过的房客留下的细微痕迹渐渐显示出原本所具有的意义。梳妆台前那片地毯已经磨得差不多破了，说明曾来往于这里的漂亮女人可真不算少；墙上的小手印表明小囚犯曾在此努力摸索通向阳光和空气的道路；一团溅开的污迹，就像炸弹爆炸时四处迸射的样子，证明有只杯子或瓶子曾连同所盛的液体一起被砸在墙上。穿衣镜镜面上歪歪扭扭刻着的名字“玛丽”想必是用钻戒刻的了。看来，这间带家具出租的房间先后接待的房客们大都怒不可遏——也许是被客房冰冷而且艳俗的装饰刺激，忍无可忍——于是，把满腔激愤发泄在客房的陈设上。家具曾遭人凿砍，伤痕累累：长沙发因弹簧凸起而变形，看上去像一头在极度痛苦的痉挛中被宰杀的可怕怪兽；大理石炉架也因某次威力巨大的撞击而碎裂了好大一块；每一块地板都有独特的凹痕和裂纹，每一处都源自房客独有的哀怨和苦痛。令人难以置信的是，这个房间所遭受的这一切恶意和伤害，居然都出自那些曾一度把它称之为“家”的人；然而，也许正是因为始终存在的恋家本能屡受欺骗，得不到满足，对冒牌护家神的满腔愤恨点燃了他们胸中报复的火焰。因为哪怕只是一间茅屋，只要真正属于我们自己，我们都会勤加打扫，细心装饰，百般爱护。

年轻的房客坐在椅子上，任这些思绪从心头一一掠过，与此同时，房间中渗出来一些声音和气味。他听见一个房间传来一阵压抑不住的淫荡笑声，另一个房间则传来独自咒骂声，有骨碌碌的掷骰子声，有哼着催眠曲的声音，也有“呜呜”的抽泣声，楼上有欢快的班卓琴声；不知什么地方的门“砰”的一声关上，高架电车不时隆隆驶过，一只猫在后面的围墙上哀叫。年轻的房客呼吸着这所房子的气息。这不是一股正常的气味，而是一种发潮的怪味儿，一股冷飕飕、带着霉臭、掺杂着地窖中油布和腐朽木头的气味。

他就这样靠在那儿没动，突然，房间里充满了浓烈的、甜美的木樨花香。这些气味随着一阵风飘然而至，鲜明无误，香馥沁人，简直就是一位鲜活的访客。年轻人似乎听到了有人在召唤，忍不住大叫：“什么事，亲爱的？”他随后一跃而起，四处张望。浓郁的香气没有消退，而且紧紧将他包裹。他伸出手臂，刹那间，全部感觉都混杂、纠缠在一起。香气怎么可能唤起一个人呢？唤起他的一定是声音。难道这就是刚才抚摸着他的声音？

“她住过这个房间！”他大声叫道。他纵身而起，想要搜出什么证据。他确信，凡是曾属于她的，或是她曾触碰过的，哪怕再微小的东西，他也能辨认出来。这缠绵不散的木樨花香是她的最爱，也是她独有的芬芳，它究竟是从何而来的呢？

房间没有好好收拾过。梳妆台薄薄的台布上散落着五六个发夹，都是女人们常用的那类，非常普通，没有个人特色，就像语法上属于阴性、既不表示语气也没有时态变化的单词。他知道从这些发卡里得不到什么，就没去理会。翻看梳妆台抽屉时，他发现了一条被丢弃的破旧小手绢。他把手绢贴在脸上，金盏草的怪味刺鼻而来，他顺手就把手绢扔在地上。在另一个抽屉，他发现了几颗掉落的纽扣，一张节目单，一张当铺老板的名片，两颗吃剩的果汁软糖和一本解梦的书。最后一个抽屉里，有一个女人用的黑缎发结。他猛然怔住，在悲喜之间踌躇了半晌。黑缎发结也只是女性的普通饰物，庄重典雅但没有个性，不能说明什么问题。

随后他像一条搜寻气味的猎狗，在房间里四处搜寻。他扫视四壁，趴在地上仔细查看地毡拱起的角落，翻遍壁炉和桌子、窗帘和门帘、角落里东倒西歪的橱柜，想找到一处可见的痕迹，能够证明她就在这房间里面，就在他身边，依偎着他，拥抱着他，在他心头、在他头顶，通过微妙超常的方式向他发出哀婉辛酸的呼唤，以至于连他愚钝的感觉都能感受到这呼唤。他再次大声回答：“我在这儿啊，亲爱的！”然后转过身，大瞪着眼睛，望着一片虚空。因为他从木樨花的香气中还察觉不出她的形象、她的色彩、她的感情和她张开的双臂。哦，上帝啊，那芳香是从何而来的呢？从什么时候起，香气竟能发出呼唤？他又开始不停地四处摸索。

他翻遍了墙缝和墙角，找到一些瓶塞和烟蒂。对这些东西他都不屑一顾。但有一次他在地毡的折缝里发现了一根抽了半截的雪茄，他使劲咒骂一声，然后把它踩在了脚下。他把房间从这头到那头仔细筛了一遍，发现了许多漂泊不定的房客们留下的惨淡痕迹。但是，关于他要寻找的她，却毫无线索。她可能曾在这里住过，她的灵魂好像仍然在这里徘徊。

这时他想起了女房东。

他从幽灵萦绕的房间跑出来，跑到透出一缝微光的门前。听到敲门声，女房东开门出来。他极力克制住激动的情绪。

“请告诉我，夫人，”他哀求道，“我来之前，谁住在我租的房间？”

“好的，先生。我可以再告诉你一遍。以前住的是斯普罗尔斯和穆尼夫妇，刚才都已经说过。布雷塔·斯普罗尔斯小姐是她的艺名，她的真名是穆尼太太。我的房子向来声誉很好，他们的结婚证都是镶了框挂起来的，挂在……”

“斯普罗尔斯小姐是什么样的女人——我是说，她的长相？”

“哦，先生，黑头发，矮个子，胖乎乎的，模样挺招人喜欢。他们一个星期前搬走了，上星期二。”

“在他们之前呢？”

“是个单身男人，搞运输的。他走时还欠我一个星期的房租呢。在他以前是克劳德夫人和她的两个孩子，住了四个月；再以前是多伊尔老先生，房租是他的儿子们轮流付的，他住了六个月。这都数到一年以前的事了，再往前的事儿我就记不清了。”

他向女房东道了谢，慢腾腾地爬上楼，回到房间。房间里一片死寂，曾为它注入勃勃生机的要素已经消失，木樨花香已经离去，取而代之的是发霉家具腐朽的气味和贮藏室空气的味道。

希望幻灭使他顿时心力耗尽。他呆坐着，盯着“咝咝”作响的煤气灯的黄光。过了一会儿，他走到床边，把床单撕成了一条条的，然后用小刀的刀背，把布条塞进门窗周围的每一条缝隙。一切收拾妥当，万无一失之后，他关掉煤气灯，把煤气开足，然后如释重负地躺在床上。

今晚轮到麦克库尔夫人提着罐子去打啤酒。打酒回来，她和珀迪夫人坐在地下室里，那里是女房东们聚会的地方，也是蛆虫不会死的地方。

“今天晚上我把三楼后间租出去了，”珀迪夫人说，两人面前的杯子里，啤酒还泛着泡沫，“房客是个年轻人，两个小时前就上床睡觉了。”

“哦，真行啊你，珀迪夫人，”麦克库尔夫人羡慕地说，“那种房子你都租得出去，可真有两下子。那你跟他说那件事儿了吗？”她说这话时悄声细语，充满神秘。

“房间配齐家具就是为了出租，”珀迪夫人用她毛茸茸的声音说，“我没跟他说那件事儿，麦克库尔夫人。”

“那就对了，咱们就是靠出租房子谋生的。你做生意很在行啊，夫人。要是知道有人在那个房间的床上自杀，还有谁会来租呢。”

“你说得太对了，咱们不就是吃这碗饭的吗。”珀迪夫人说。

“那可不是，夫人。上个星期，正好也是这个日子，我才帮你把三楼后间收拾好。那么漂亮的一个小姑娘，想不到竟然会开煤气自杀，她那张小脸蛋儿多甜啊，珀迪夫人。”

“你说得没错，她也算得上美女了，”珀迪夫人附和完，又不甘心，“要是没有左眉梢旁的那颗痣，就更好看了。麦克库尔夫人，再来一杯。”




绿　　门



假设你吃过晚餐，正信步走在百老汇大街上，用上十分钟时间抽完一支雪茄，然后琢磨着该去看一场悲剧消遣消遣，还是去看点儿一本正经的杂耍表演。突然，你感到有只手抓住了你的胳膊。你转过身，却看见了一位美丽的姑娘，她眼眸闪闪动人，戴着钻石饰品，披着俄罗斯黑貂皮大衣，令人惊异。她急匆匆地把一个热乎乎的奶油卷往你手里一塞，迅速拔出一把雪亮的小剪刀，剪下你外套上的第二颗纽扣，还意味深长地冒出一句：“平行四边形！”然后，她向一个交叉路口的横街飞奔而去，一边跑，一边惊慌地回头张望。

这样的事情真能算得上不折不扣的奇遇了。你愿意有这样的经历吗？不，你不会。你一定感到尴尬，并因此面红耳赤；你会局促不安地丢掉那个奶油卷，继续沿着百老汇大街走下去，一边有气无力地摸索，想找回那颗失踪的纽扣。只有极少数幸运儿寻求新奇之心仍未泯灭，除非你是其中之一，否则，你肯定会这样做的。

名副其实的冒险家一向为数不多。那些被载入文字、编印出版的冒险家大部分都是手段非凡的商人，冒险只是在做新的投资而已。他们的行动有着明确的目的——金羊毛、圣杯、女人的爱、金银财宝、权力和名声。真正的冒险家并不是这样，他们会漫无目的、毫无心计地迎接未知命运的挑战。一个很好的例子就是浪子回头的故事，因为悔改，浪子回到家中后大受欢迎。

那些历史上数不胜数的勇敢而杰出的人物，最多只能算是半个冒险家。从十字军东征到帕里赛德探险，他们不但丰富了艺术史和文学史，也给写历史小说的人带来了财富。不过，这些所谓的冒险家，每一个都有着明确的目标。他们不是要赢得某项奖金，就是要达到某个目的；不是要磨砺一把斧头，就是要跑完一场赛跑，不是要发起一轮新的攻击，就是要名垂千古，或是非要争出个高下——所以，他们无法成为真正的冒险家。

在大城市里，冒险和传奇这对孪生精灵总是形影不离，日夜不停地寻找着真正有心的追求者。我们在大街上漫步的时候，它们会狡猾地偷窥我们，变幻出二十种不同的装扮挑逗我们。例如，说不出什么原因，我们突然抬起头，就能看见一扇窗子里探出的那张脸，似乎和我们内心中某个理想的人非常相像；在一条沉寂的大道上，我们听到一声饱含痛苦和恐惧的惨叫，从某间锁着的密室传来；出租马车车夫没有把我们送到熟悉的街角，而是停在了一家陌生人的门口，还有人微笑着为我们开门，请我们进去；或者，从高高的窗格子里飘下来一张写满了字的纸片，就落在我们面前；我们在来来往往的人群中，同擦肩而过的陌生人短暂对视，交流片刻的爱、憎，或恐惧；一场突如其来的倾盆大雨从天而降，而我们撑开的雨伞，可能正在为满月的女儿和恒星系的亲戚遮雨；在每一个角落里，不是手帕掉了，就是有人在招手，有无数双眼睛在注视，迷途的人、孤独的人、兴高采烈的人、神秘莫测的人、危险的人，这种种错综复杂、瞬息万变的奇遇线索都滑进了我们手里。但是，我们之中没有几个人愿意抓住这些线索，沿着这些线索追踪下去。我们背负着传统观念的沉重负担，渐渐被束缚得麻木了。我们会随手抛弃这些线索，继续生活；直到某一天，我们即将度过枯燥无聊的一生，才想起这一生算得上浪漫的事情，也不过是结过一两次婚，保存在保险箱抽屉里的一朵丝缎玫瑰花结，还和一个脾气很大的人吵了一辈子架——这是多么苍白平淡啊。

但鲁道夫·斯坦纳是一个真正的冒险家。几乎每天晚上，他都要从他那间走廊尽头的小卧室里出来，到外面寻找出人意料的刺激。在他看来，生命中最有意思的事情可能就会在下一个街角发生。有时候，他的冒险精神也会把他引上迷途。他有两次是在车站过的夜；他还一而再、再而三地成为那些足智多谋又唯利是图的骗子们下手的对象；有一次他没有经受住花言巧语的引诱，付出了手表和金钱的代价。但是，每一次之后，他接受挑战的热情依旧不减，不肯放过每一个追求奇遇的机会。

一天晚上，在这座城市的原市中心一带，鲁道夫正沿着一条横跨市区的街道闲逛。马路两边人潮涌动，挤满了人行道——有的是匆匆忙忙回家的，有的则是躁动不安、在家里待不住的人们，他们情愿接受饭馆华而不实的招待，在千支烛光的照耀下，品尝盒饭。

年轻的冒险家衣冠楚楚，仪表堂堂，举止沉稳，目光警觉。白天，他在一家钢琴店做售货员。他的领带不是用领带别针夹住的，而是用一颗黄晶戒指。有一次，他甚至写信给一家杂志社的编辑，说丽比小姐写的《朱尼的爱情测试》是对他生活影响最大的一本书。

他走着走着，突然，从人行道旁边的一个玻璃橱窗里传来一阵猛烈的磕牙声，引起了他的注意，他（不无疑虑地）注意到橱窗后面的一家餐馆。他又看了一眼，这次他注意到，在餐馆隔壁的门上方高高悬挂着牙医的霓虹灯广告招牌。一个身材魁梧的黑人穿着诡异的衣服——上身是绣花红外衣，下身是黄色的长裤，还戴着一顶军帽——正在小心翼翼地向过往的行人分发卡片，只要人们愿意接受。

鲁道夫对牙医的这种广告方式已经习以为常。往常他都会径直走过这种牙科医生名片派发者身边，根本不会帮忙减少那人手中的储存量；但是今天晚上例外，那个非洲后裔动作娴熟而灵巧地往他手里塞了一张卡片，他非但没有拒绝，还对黑人成功的手法报以一笑。

继续向前走出几码远之后，他随意间瞟了一眼名片，竟然感到了奇怪。他把名片翻了过来，又看了看。原来名片有一面是空白的，另一面上写着两个字：“绿门”。随后，鲁道夫看见前面三步远的地方，一个行人把黑人递到他手上的卡片扔在路上。鲁道夫将之捡了起来。名片上印着牙科医生的姓名和地址，以及“假牙”“矫齿”“镶牙”等常见的项目和“无痛”手术的虚假承诺。

这位热心于奇遇的钢琴销售员在一个十字路口停了下来，思索了一会儿。接着，他横过马路，走过一个街区，又返回来重新横过马路，汇入了北向而行的人流。他第二次经过那个黑人身边，故意没有去看他，只是顺手接过对方递过来的卡片。走出十多步远后，他仔细看了看这张名片。笔迹跟第一张名片上的一模一样，上面仍只写着“绿门”两个字。人行道上有三四张来往行人随手扔的卡片，都是空白的那一面朝上。鲁道夫把它们翻过来，发现每张上面都印着牙医诊所的广告。

对一心追求奇遇的鲁道夫·斯坦纳而言，冒险这个淘气的小精灵根本用不着两次向他招手。不过，既然它已经暗示了两回，那么，冒险之旅就此开始吧。

鲁道夫又慢慢地走回到那个魁梧的黑人男子身边，也就是装着“咯咯”发响牙齿的橱窗旁。这一次从黑人身边走过时，鲁道夫没有收到任何卡片。尽管穿着打扮滑稽可笑，但是，这个黑人就那么站在那里，向一些人彬彬有礼地递上卡片，又让另外一些人不受干扰地走过时，展现出一种自然而野蛮的庄重。每隔半分钟，他就像公交车上的售票员，也像在演大歌剧似的，扯开嗓子吆喝上那么一段，吆喝的是什么也没人听得清。这一次，鲁道夫不仅没有得到卡片，而且感觉自己从他那张黑得发亮的大脸上看到一种冷淡得近乎鄙夷的神情。

这种神情刺痛了我们这位冒险家。他从中读出了一种他原先未曾发现的沉默的谴责。无论那张神秘的卡片上写着的几个字是什么意思，这个黑人已经两次从人群中选择了他作为接收卡片的人；不过现在似乎认定他的智商不够，冒险精神不足，无法破解这个谜团。

年轻人不急于贸然行事，他离开人流，迅速地打量了一下那幢房子，他觉得他的奇遇必将由此展开。这是一栋五层的小楼，一间小小的餐馆占用了屋子的地下室。

房子的第一层楼这会儿已经停业，好像是卖女帽和毛皮衣服的。第二层，从一闪一闪的霓虹灯招牌判断，就是牙医的诊所。再往上，通天塔里的多种文字写成的招牌艰难地显示出这一层有看手相的、裁缝师傅、音乐家和医生开业谋生的地方。再往上一层，垂挂的窗帘和窗台上白色的奶瓶宣布，那里是住宅。

鲁道夫仔细地打量了一番之后，轻快地踏上高高的石头台阶，走进了这幢房子。他一口气爬上了两层铺着地毯的楼梯，又继续向上爬，一直爬到了楼顶，才停了下来。走廊里光线昏暗，点着两盏煤气灯，一盏在他右边，距离较远，一盏在他左边，距离较近。他向那盏近一点的灯望过去，在昏暗的光晕中，看见一扇绿色的门。他迟疑了片刻，不过眼前似乎又浮现出那个拿卡片变魔术的黑人鄙夷的目光；随即，他径直走向那扇绿门，敲了起来。

在等待开门的瞬间，我们真正的冒险家在这种真正意义上的冒险活动中，感到呼吸急促。这扇绿色的门板后面会是什么奇异场景？可能是一群正在赌博的赌徒；可能是狡猾的流氓设下的精巧绝伦的陷阱；也可能是热爱勇气的美女，设计出让人追求的游戏；还可能充满了危险、死亡、爱情、失望、嘲弄——其中任何一种，都有可能来回答这轻率鲁莽的敲门声。

屋子里隐隐有微弱的走动声，接着，门慢慢地打开了。站在门口的是一个不到二十岁的姑娘，她面色苍白，摇摇晃晃。她松开门把手，身子开始摇晃起来，伸出一只手四处摸索着。鲁道夫抱住她，把她放在一张靠墙的退了色的长沙发上。他关上门，借助摇曳不定的煤气灯灯光，快速扫视了一遍屋子。房子看起来还算整洁，但真是家徒四壁。

姑娘静静地躺在那儿，好像又陷入了昏迷之中。鲁道夫焦急地环顾整个房间，想找一只桶。昏过去的人要放在圆桶里滚动——噢，不，那是救治溺水者才需要做的事情。他摘下自己的帽子为她扇风。这个做法很管用，因为礼帽的帽檐不小心碰到了她的鼻子，她因此睁开了眼。年轻人发现女孩的脸恰恰和他内心中某个理想的人非常相像。她有一双率真的灰眼睛，小巧的鼻子微微有点儿上翘；一头栗色的秀发，像豌豆藤的卷须一样卷曲着——这一切似乎是对他整个美妙的冒险旅程的奖赏。但是，这张脸苍白消瘦得让人心痛。

女孩一脸平静地看着他，然后，嫣然一笑。

“我昏过去了，是吗？”她用微弱的声音问道，“哎，谁能不晕过去呢？您试试三天不吃一点东西。”

“我的天啊！”鲁道夫一跃而起，叫道，“等我回来。”

他冲出绿门，冲下楼梯。不到二十分钟，他又回来了，用脚尖踢门，叫她来开门。他双手满满地抱着一大堆食物，有从食品店买的，也有从餐馆买的。他把它们放在桌子上，有面包和奶油、各色冷肉、蛋糕、馅饼、泡菜、牡蛎、一只烤鸡、一瓶牛奶，以及一杯热气腾腾的茶。

“不吃饭真是太荒唐了，”鲁道夫怒吼道，“你以后再也不能这样了。晚饭准备好了。”他把她扶到桌子旁的一把椅子上，问道：“有杯子倒茶吗？”“在窗户旁边的架子上。”姑娘回答。他拿了杯子转身走回来时，看见她眼中流露出惊喜的神色，正在大口地吃着一大块泡菜。那是她凭着一个女人无误的直觉，从一堆纸袋子里抽出来的。他笑着从她手里夺过泡菜，倒满一杯牛奶。“先喝这个，”他命令说，“然后再喝点儿茶，吃块鸡翅。等明天感觉身体好了，才可以吃泡菜。现在呢，假如您允许我成为您的客人，我们就一起吃晚饭吧。”

他拉过另一把椅子。姑娘喝了一杯热腾腾的茶，脸上恢复了些血色，眼睛也明亮起来。她像一头饿了许久的野兽，开始狼吞虎咽起来。她似乎认为这个年轻人的突然现身，以及给她的帮助是再自然不过的事情——这倒不是因为她不懂人情世故，而是太过窘迫的境遇使她有权抛开人类虚伪的客套。不过，等到她的体力渐渐得到恢复，人也有了一些精神之后，她也感到应该注意应有的礼仪。于是，她开始向他讲述自己的故事。在这座城市里，这种事情每天都会发生千万次，微不足道得以至于人们都习以为常了——无非是一个在商店里工作的姑娘，薪水微薄；还屡遭“罚款”，不过这罚款却增加了店里的利润；后来因为生病上不了班；最后丢掉了工作，陷入了绝境，再后来——就是我们这位冒险家敲响了这扇绿色的门。

但是对鲁道夫来说，这个故事听起来简直就像史诗《伊利亚特》和小说《朱尼的爱情测试》里面的关键情节一样感人。

“没想到你竟然经历了那么多的事情。”他惊叹道。

“说起来真是太过凄惨了。”女孩回答，一脸严肃。

“你在纽约没有亲戚或者朋友吗？”

“一个都没有。”

“我在这个世界上也是孤身一人。”鲁道夫停顿了片刻，才说。

“我听了很高兴。”姑娘立刻说道。年轻人听到她对自己孑然一身的状况表示满意时，也感到几分高兴。

突然，姑娘的眼皮垂了下来，深深地叹了一口气。

“我想睡觉了，”她说，“而且我感觉非常好。”

于是，鲁道夫起身拿起了礼帽。“我也该告辞了。你好好睡一觉，身体会好起来的。”

他伸出手，她握了一握，说了声：“晚安。”但是他从她的眼神中可以看出，她还有所求，她内心的思想表达得那么直白、坦率、哀婉动人，年轻人开口做出回答。

“噢，明天我会再来的，看你身体恢复得怎么样。你不可能这么容易就摆脱我的。”

走到门口的时候，她问道：“你怎么会敲我的门呢？”和他到这儿的事实比起来，他来到这里的方式似乎已经无关紧要了。

他看了她一会儿，想起了那张卡片，心头突然感到一阵酸涩难受。假如这些卡片落到了其他和他一样的追求奇遇的人手里，结果又会怎样呢？他迅速打定主意，决不能让她知道事情的真相。他永远也不会让她知道，他已经了解她为痛苦的生活所迫，才不得不想出这种少有的权宜之计。

“我们店里的一个钢琴调音师就住在这栋楼里，”他说，“我敲错了门，敲到你家了。”

在绿色的门关上之前，他在这个房间里最后看到的，就是她的微笑。

走到楼梯口，他停住了脚步，好奇地四下张望。然后，他沿着走廊走到另一头；接着又走回来，爬到楼上，继续这一趟困扰着他的探险旅程。他发现，原来这栋房子里的每一扇门都漆成了绿色。

他迷惑不解，下楼来到人行道上。那个穿着诡异的黑人还站在那里。鲁道夫手里拿着两张名片，走到他面前，问道：

“你能不能告诉我你为什么给我这些卡片，那又是什么意思呢？”

黑人咧嘴一笑，态度亲切，露出的白牙为他的雇主做了一个精彩的广告。

“在那边，先生，”他往前一指，说道，“不过你要去的话，我想是有点太迟了，看不到第一幕戏了。”

顺着他手指的方向望过去，鲁道夫看见一家剧院入口的上方霓虹灯闪闪烁烁，标示着新上演的剧目：《绿门》。

“他们告诉我说那是第一流的表演，先生，”黑人说，“那个戏院的经纪人给了我一块钱，先生，叫我在散发医生广告时也夹着发几张他们的。我可以再给你一张医生的卡片，先生？”

鲁道夫回到了居住的那个小区的转角，停下来喝了一杯啤酒，抽了一支雪茄。他抽着雪茄，走出店门，把大衣的纽扣扣好，把帽子往脑后推了推，对着街角的灯柱毫不犹豫地说：“反正都一样，我相信，是命运女神为我指路，让我找到了她。”

在这种情形下，得出这种结论，肯定能使鲁道夫·斯坦纳被归入传奇和冒险的真正信徒的行列。
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所有城市都得意洋洋，






彼此挑战着对方。






这个因倚山而骄傲，






那个以临海为荣光。









——拉·吉卜林








可惜没有一部长篇小说描写的是芝加哥，或者布法罗，或者田纳西州的纳什维尔！在美国，只有三个大城市可以称得上“故事之城”——纽约当然在内，还有新奥尔良，最重要的是旧金山。









——弗克兰·诺里斯






按照加利福尼亚人的说法，东部就是东部，而西部却是旧金山。加利福尼亚人不仅仅是一个州的居民，而且还自成一个种族。他们是西部的南方人。相比之下，芝加哥人对自己城市的自豪感毫不逊色，但是你要问起他们为什么会如此时，他们可就张口结舌了，又是说喜欢湖里的鱼，又是说喜欢新盖的共济会大楼。而加利福尼亚人则不同，他们说起来总是有条有理。

天气是他们的一大话题，他们可以滔滔不绝地谈上半个小时，而与此同时，你还在考虑煤炭的开支过大，考虑穿上厚厚的衣服。一旦他们把你的缄默误认为是信服时，他们就忘乎所以，竟把金门城说成了新大陆的巴格达。这只是意见分歧的问题，没有必要争论。但是，亲爱的兄弟姐妹们（我们都是亚当和夏娃的后裔），如果有谁用手指指着地图说：“在这个城市里，不可能有传奇——这里能发生什么事呢？”那他就未免太轻率了。是啊，用一句话来否定历史、传奇以及兰德—麦克纳利
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 ，这未免太大胆、太轻率了。







纳什维尔，城市名，田纳西州的首府，一个转运港，坐落在坎伯兰河畔，有芝加哥—圣路易斯铁路和北卡罗来纳—路易斯维尔铁路从此经过，被认为是南方最重要的教育中心。








晚上八点钟，我下了火车。由于翻遍了辞典也找不到适当的形容词，我不得不列出个配方表来做比喻了。

取伦敦的雾气三十份，疟疾十份，泄漏出管道的煤气二十份，黎明时在砖地上结成的露珠二十五份，金银花的香气十五份，加以混合。

这种混合物让你觉得近乎于纳什维尔的毛毛细雨。它没有樟脑丸的浓烈气味，也没有豌豆汤那么浓厚，我说得已经足够了——你一定知道那感觉。

我乘了一辆老式马车来到旅馆。我费了好大劲儿才克制住自己，没有爬到马车顶上模仿西德尼·卡顿
 

(2)



 的样子。拉车的畜生老得走不动，赶车的是个刚被解放了的黑奴。

我又累又困，一到旅馆，就赶紧把赶车人要的五毛钱给了他（你放心，当然给了相当数目的小费）。我了解他们的脾气，不愿意听他们唠唠叨叨地谈起他们以前的“东家”或是“战前”发生的什么事情。

旅馆是那种美其名曰“翻新”过的建筑之一。那意思就是花了两万块钱，在大厅里添置了新的大理石柱，铺上了瓷砖，装上了电灯，休息室里摆了铜痰盂，楼上的大房间里都贴上一张路易斯安那—纳什维尔铁路的新时刻表和一张观山图的石印画。旅馆的管理无可挑剔，招待也带着南方人细致的殷勤，只不过服务员都像蜗牛爬行一样慢，像瑞普·凡·温克尔
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 一样乐观。这儿的饭菜真是值得人们千里迢迢赶来品尝，世上任何别的旅馆都找不到这样好的烤鸡肝。

晚饭时，我向一个黑人侍者打听城里有什么消遣。他郑重其事地沉思了片刻，然后回答说：“哎，老板，我实在想不出太阳落山之后还有什么东西可供消遣了。”

太阳已经落山了，实际上它早就沉没在毛毛细雨之中了。我已经无缘观赏这个景致。但我还是冒着细雨沿着街向前走，看看可能有些什么东西。

这个城市坐落在起伏不平的土地上，街道有电灯照明——为此每年要花费三万二千四百七十元。

我刚走出旅馆，就碰上了种族暴乱。一群自由了的黑人，或是阿拉伯人，或是祖鲁人，向我扑了过来，他们都拿着家伙——还好，我定睛一看，不是来复枪，而是马鞭，这才松了一口气。我还隐隐约约地看到一大溜黑压压、笨乎乎的车辆，还听到了能让我安心的叫喊：“老板，送到全城任何地方，都只要五毛钱。”这时我才知道，我不是受害者，而只是一个“乘客”。

我沿着长长的，一直通向上山方向的街道走着——真不知道这些街走到头怎么下来，也许根本下不来了，除非把它们统统铲平。在少数几条“大街”上，我不时还能看到店铺里有灯光；看到电车载着可敬的市民开来开去；看到交谈着的人走过；还听到一家卖苏打水和冰淇淋的铺子里传出近乎活泼的笑声。在那些称不上“大”的街道上，两侧的房子里无不洋溢着平安与祥和。许多窗帘拉得严严实实的窗口里透出了灯光，偶尔有几座房子里还传出钢琴声，乐声整齐优雅，无可挑剔。确实没有什么“消遣”。我琢磨着要是能在太阳落山之前来到就好了。于是，我只得回到了旅馆。







一八六四年十一月，南部邦联的胡德将军向纳什维尔进军，围困了托马斯将军率领的一支北部联邦同盟部队。托马斯将军率部奋战，在一场激烈的战斗中击溃了南部邦联军。








生活在南部嚼烟草地区的人们，在和平时期表现出的精湛的射击技术，我不仅久有耳闻，衷心钦佩，并且亲眼目睹过。但是，在我居住的旅馆里，我还是遇到了一件出乎意料的事情。宽敞的休息室里摆着十二只崭新锃亮的硕大的铜痰盂，高得可以称做瓮，口子又那么大，连女子垒球队的最佳投手在五步之外都能把球投进去。但是，尽管经历了可怕的战役，并且战斗仍在进行，它们仍是毫发未损。它们仍旧摆在那里，崭新锃亮，气派非常。但是，倒霉的杰斐逊·布里克
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 啊！那瓷砖地——那美丽的瓷砖地啊！我不由自主地想起了纳什维尔战役，并且依照我愚蠢的习惯，想从中得到有关遗传的射击技术的推论。

在这里，我第一次见到了温特沃思·卡斯韦尔少校（这个头衔用在这里着实不太恰当）。我第一眼看到他，就知道他是哪种人——老鼠到处都有。我的老朋友A．丁尼森先生讲的话一向精辟，他曾说：







先知啊，诅咒喋喋不休的嘴吧，






诅咒不列颠的祸害——老鼠。








我们可以把“不列颠”这个地名，随意换成什么地方。但老鼠终归是老鼠。

这个人在旅馆的休息室里来回乱转，活像一条忘了自己把骨头埋在什么地方的饿狗。他那张脸大得出奇，又红润又臃肿，带着菩萨般的迷糊而定心的神情。他只有一个值得肯定的地方——胡子刮得非常光。人身上的兽性特征是可以消除的，除非他没刮干净胡子便到处乱跑。现在想起来，那天如果他没有刮过胡子，跑来同我搭讪，我肯定不会理睬的，那么，世界犯罪记录上也许会少掉一件谋杀案。

卡斯韦尔少校向一个痰盂开火时，我站的地方正巧离痰盂不到五步远。我相当机警，看到进攻者使用的不是打松鼠的来复枪，而是加特林机枪，就连忙闪到一旁。少校抓住这个机会，马上向我这位非战斗人员道歉。他说起话来滔滔不绝，不出四分钟，他就和我交上了朋友，还把我拉到了酒吧间。

我想在这里要插上一句，我是南方人。我之所以是南方人，并不是由于职业或行业的关系。我不喜欢用窄领带，也不爱戴垂边帽，不穿双排扣大礼服，不喜欢嚼烟草，也避而不谈谢尔曼将军毁掉了我多少包棉花。乐队演奏《迪克西》的时候，我也并不喝彩。我在皮面椅子上坐得低了一些，又要了一杯啤酒，希望朗斯特里特
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 曾经……可是又有什么用呢？

卡斯韦尔少校用拳头捶了一下吧台，响起了萨姆特要塞第一枪的回音。当他打完了阿波马托克斯的最后一枪时，我开始满怀希望，以为他该收场了
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 。谁知他却开始扯起他的家谱来，说亚当只不过是卡斯韦尔家族一支旁系的远房表亲。数完了家谱，叫我讨厌的是他又谈起了他的家庭私事。他说起他的妻子，说她的祖先可以一直追溯到夏娃，还破口大骂有人造谣说她可能同该隐沾亲带故。

进店时是他要的酒，这时我开始怀疑，他是不是想用没完没了的废话把我忽悠晕，然后糊里糊涂地替他付账。可是，等酒端上来时，他把一枚银币“啪”的一声放在了吧台上。这样一来，当然还要喝上一轮。我付了第二轮的酒钱，就拔腿离开了他，因为我实在不愿意和他在一起了。我脱身之前，他还在喋喋不休地和别人高声谈着他妻子如何挣到了一笔钱，还拿出一把银币给人看。

我在旅馆服务台取房间钥匙时，服务员很客气地对我说：“如果卡斯韦尔那家伙让您心烦，您尽管直说，我们可以把他撵出去。他是个讨厌的人，是个闲汉，他没有正当职业，但身上总有花不完的钱。我们似乎找不到合法的理由把他轰出去。”

“哎，是啊，”我思索了一下说，“我也没有申诉的理由。不过我愿意正式声明，我不希望和他有什么交往。你们这个城市，”我接着说，“看起来很安静。就是不知道你们这里有什么东西可供新来的人消遣的，有什么新奇玩意，或者比较刺激的？”

“嗯，先生，”服务员说，“下星期四有场表演。那是——我等会儿查一下，然后把海报和冰水一起送到您的房间。晚安。”

上楼进了自己的房间，我向窗外望去。不过才晚上十点多钟，然而我看到的城市已经一片寂静。细雨仍在下个不停，到处闪烁着暗淡的街灯。街灯稀稀落落，像是妇女义卖市场出售的蛋糕里的葡萄干。

“真是个安静的地方。”我暗自思索着，脱下一只鞋，把它扔在楼下的天花板上，“这里的生活没有东部和西部城市那样丰富多彩。只能算是个普普通通的商业城市，沉闷而且乏味。”







纳什维尔是全国重要的制造业中心之一。是全美第五大皮革皮鞭市场，是南方最大的糖果和饼干生产城市，其纺织品、仪器和药品的贸易数额也相当可观。








我得告诉你，我怎么会来到纳什维尔。这些题外话肯定会使你感到厌烦，正如我自己也觉得厌烦一样。我本来是因为一些私事在别的地方出差，受北方一家杂志社委托，在这里逗留一下，替杂志社和一名叫阿扎里亚·阿戴尔的撰稿人建立联系。

阿戴尔（除了笔迹之外，对此人的其他情况我一无所知）曾寄来过几篇随笔（那真是难得的佳作！）和几首诗，让编辑们在一点钟吃午饭时都赞不绝口。因此，他们委托我来这里找到这位阿戴尔，抢在其他出版商提出每字一毛或两毛的稿酬之前，同他或她以每字两分钱的稿酬签订一个合同，买下他或她的作品。

第二天上午九点钟，我吃完烤鸡肝之后（你要能找得到这家旅馆，不妨来尝尝），走到外面一片无休无止的茫茫细雨中。在第一个拐角处，我就碰到了凯撒大叔。他是个身体健硕的黑人，看上去比金字塔的年纪还要大，头发灰白卷曲，长相使我一下子想起布鲁特斯，转念之间又觉得像是已故的塞蒂瓦约皇帝。他穿的大衣非常奇特，我之前从未见过，以后也再不会见到。它一直拖到脚踝，原本是南部邦联军的大衣。但是因年深日久，日晒雨淋，颜色已经斑驳不堪。与它相比，约瑟夫的大衣也会像单色画一样黯然失色。关于这件大衣，我还要啰唆两句，因为它和这个故事有关——这故事发展得很慢，因为在纳什维尔这个地方，你是不能指望发生什么新鲜事的。

可以确定这件大衣原本是一位军官的。大衣的披肩已经不见了，原先缀在胸前的漂亮的盘花横条和流苏也不见了。取而代之的是用普通麻线巧妙地捻成的新盘花横条，它们被细心地缝了上去（我猜这恐怕是哪位年长的“黑妈妈”的功劳）。这些麻线也磨损得乱蓬蓬的。它们沿着早就消失了的盘花横条的痕迹往上缝，一定是为了不失往日的气派，尽管不甚漂亮，但足见其煞费苦心。此外，使这件大衣的滑稽色彩与悲哀情思达到顶点的是，它的纽扣只剩下一颗，除了从上边数的第二颗，其他全掉了。大衣的其他地方是用麻绳系起来的，麻绳的一端穿过原来的扣眼，另一端穿过在对襟上粗粗戳通的洞孔。像这样装饰得稀奇古怪，又这么色彩斑斓的奇特衣服确实少见。它仅有的那颗纽扣有半元银币那么大，是牛角制的，也用粗麻线缝在衣服上。

那个黑人站在一辆非常旧的马车旁边，如果含当年离开诺亚方舟之后，去做出租马车的生意，那么他用时可能就是这辆。
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 他见我走近，忙打开车门，取出一把鸡毛掸子虚晃几下，用深沉粗重的声音说：“请上车，先生。车上一粒灰尘也没有——刚刚出殡回来，先生。”

我推测，参加这种隆重的仪式，马车大概要特别做一番清洁工作。我向街上望了望，发现人行道旁排列的出租马车大抵如此，没什么选择的余地。我掏出记事本，找到阿扎里亚·阿戴尔的地址。

“我要到杰萨明大街八百六十一号去。”我说着就想跨进马车。但那黑人伸出又粗又长、猩猩一般的胳臂拦住了我。他那张阴沉的大脸上突然掠过猜疑和敌意。接着，他很快又放下心来，讨好似的问：“你去那里做什么啊，老板？”

“这跟你有什么关系？”我有点儿恼火，不客气地反问。

“没什么，先生，没什么。只不过那地方很偏僻，很少有人到那里去。请上车吧，座位很干净——刚刚出殡回来，老板。”

至少走了一英里半，马车才到达目的地。除了那辆古老的马车在坑坑洼洼的砖地上颠簸时发出的可怕的“咔嗒”声外，我什么声音也听不见；除了夹杂着煤烟、沥青和夹竹桃花气味的毛毛雨的味道外，我什么气味也闻不见。透过淌着雨水的车窗，我只见到两排雾气蒙蒙的房屋。







这座城市的面积有十平方英里，街道总长一百八十一英里，其中一百三十七英里经过铺设。全城水管管道系统造价两百万美元，干线总长七十七英里。








杰萨明大街八百六十一号是一幢破败的老房子。它离街道三十码，被一丛苍翠的树木和未经修剪的灌木所环抱。一排枝叶茂盛的黄杨树几乎遮没了围篱。大门关着，用一条绳子打着活结把门柱系在第一根篱笆的桩子上。你一走进门就会发现，八百六十一号只是一个空壳，一个影子，是昔日荣耀显赫的幽灵。但按照故事情节的发展，我还没有走进那幢房子。

马车“咔嗒”一声停止了，疲惫的牲口也收住了腿。我把五毛钱给了车夫，并且自以为很大方地加了两毛五分钱的小费，他却不接受。

“两块钱，先生。”他说。

“怎么会是两块？”我问道，“我明明听到你在旅馆门口喊的是‘送到全城任何地方，都只要五毛钱。’”

“两块钱，先生。”他固执地重复说，“从旅馆到这儿有好长一段路呢。”

“这地方还在城里，你怎么也不能说它出了城呀。”我争辩道，“你可别以为碰到了个好欺负的北方佬。你看见那边的小山了吗？”我一边指着东面，一边说（细雨还下个不停，其实我自己也看不见那些小山），“嗯，我是在山那边土生土长的。你这个又老又笨的黑家伙，你长了眼睛，连人都分不清吗？”

塞蒂瓦约皇帝阴沉的脸色柔和了下来。“你是南方人吗，先生？我想大概是你那双鞋子使我误会了。南方人穿的鞋子前面没有这么尖。”

“现在，车费就只要五毛钱了吧？”我毫不妥协地说。

他又恢复了原先那种贪婪而充满敌意的神情，但只持续了十秒就消失了。

“老板，”他说，“本来是该收五毛，但是我必须要两块钱，先生。我非得有两块钱不可。我知道你是哪里人之后，先生，我也就不想再强要了。不过，我只是告诉你，今晚生意很冷淡，我必须得有两块钱。”

他那张五官浓重的大脸上显露出安详与自信。他的运气比他想象得要好，他非但没有遇到一个不了解车费标准的傻瓜，反倒碰上了一位施主。

“你这个该死的老流氓，”我一面说，一面把手伸进口袋，“真该把你交给警察。”

我第一次见到他露出笑容。他知道，他心里明白，他早就料到了。

我给了他两张一元的钞票。我递过去时，发现其中一张已经饱经沧桑了。钞票缺了右上角，中间被撕开过，而后又被粘了起来。有人用一条蓝色的纱纸粘住了破损的地方，维持了它的可流通性。

关于这个非洲强徒的描写，暂时到此为止。我满足了他的要求之后，解开绳套，打开了那扇吱呀作响的大门。

正如我刚才所说，这幢房屋只剩个空壳了。它准有二十年没有碰到过油漆刷子了。我不明白，为什么没有一阵大风把这座像纸牌搭成的房子掀翻。等我又仔细看了看紧紧围绕在它周围的树木之后，我才明白其中的道理——那些经历过纳什维尔战役的树木，依然伸展着枝丫保护着这所房子，使它免受暴风雨、敌人和寒冷的袭击。

阿扎里亚·阿戴尔接待了我。她出身名门，五十岁左右，满头银发，身体像她居住的房屋一般脆弱单薄。她穿着我从未见过的最便宜、最干净的衣服，有着像皇后一般质朴的气质。

客厅里空空荡荡，仿佛有一英里见方，屋里摆着的松木书架没有上油漆，上面放着几排书。屋里还有一张有裂纹的大理石面的桌子，一条破地毯，一只光秃秃的马鬃沙发和两三把椅子。不过，墙上倒是有一幅画，是一幅彩色蜡笔画的三色堇。我向四周打量了一番，看看有没有安德鲁·杰克逊
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 的画像和松果篮子，可惜没有看到。

阿扎里亚·阿戴尔和我进行了长谈，其中一部分可以转述给你们听。她是古老的南方的产物，在精心的呵护下成长起来，备受疼爱。她的学识并不广博，但却有深邃和独到之处。她是在家里受的教育，她对于世界的知识是从推论和灵感中获得的——正是这样的条件造就了一批为数不多、难能可贵的随笔作家。我和她谈话时，下意识地拂拭手指，仿佛不自觉地想抹去兰姆、乔叟、赫兹利特、马库斯、奥雷里乌斯、蒙田和胡德
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 等人著作的小牛皮书脊上的灰尘。其实并没有灰尘。她是位了不起的人物，找到她是个可贵的发现。今天，几乎每一个人对于现实生活都有太多的理解——哦，实在是太多了。

我清楚地发现，阿扎里亚·阿戴尔生活非常窘迫。我猜，她除了这幢房子和一套衣服外，就一无所有了。我一方面要对杂志社负责，另一方面又要对得起那些在坎伯兰河谷与托马斯
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 一起战斗的诗人与随笔作家。我倾听她那钢琴声音似的话语，不好意思提起合同的事了。在九位缪斯女神和三位格蕾斯女神面前，你很难把话题转到每字两分钱的稿费上。恐怕要恢复我商人的习惯，得等到第二次谈话了。但我还是说明了我所肩负的使命，和她约定第二天下午三点钟再见面，讨论稿酬方面的问题。

“你们的城市，”我准备起身告辞时说（这时候正好可以说些轻松的一般性话题），“看起来是个安宁静谧的地方。是个适合平平安安过日子的地方，不会闹出什么特别的事情来。”







这个城市向西部和南部销售大批的火炉与器皿，其面粉厂的产量为日产二千桶。








阿扎里亚·阿戴尔似乎若有所思。

“我倒从没这样想过。”她带着一种特有的诚挚而专注的神情说道，“难道在安宁静谧的地方就不会闹出什么特别的事情了吗？我揣想，当上帝在第一个星期一的早晨开始创造世界的时候，你可以探身到窗处，听到他堆砌永恒的山丘时泥刀溅起泥块的声音。世界上最喧闹的工程——我指的是建造通天塔——又落了个什么样的结果呢？只有《北美评论》上一页半篇幅的世界语罢了。”

“当然，”我平淡地说，“人类的本性在无论何处都是一样的。但是某些城市比别的城市更富于色彩——呃——更富于戏剧性和变化，以及——呃——浪漫史。”

“貌似如此，”阿扎里亚·阿戴尔说，“我曾多次乘着双翼轻盈的金色飞船周游了世界——书籍和想象就是双翼。在一次想象中的旅行中，我看到土耳其苏丹亲手绞死了他的一个妻子，就因为她在公众场合没有用面纱蒙住她的脸。我还在纳什维尔看到一个男人撕毁了戏票，因为他的妻子梳妆打扮时扑了粉，蒙住了脸。在旧金山的中国城，我看到一个叫欣宜的侍女被人按着慢慢地、一点儿一点儿地浸在滚烫的杏仁油里，逼她发誓永远不再和她的美国情人见面。当滚开的油淹没她膝上三英寸的地方时，她屈服了。另一个晚上，在东纳什维尔的一次纸牌会上，我看到基蒂·摩根的七个同学兼好友假装不认识她，因为她和一个油漆匠结了婚。她的心像是在滚烫的油里煎，但是你能看到她动人的微笑，她从一张桌子走到另一张桌子边，脸上始终微笑着。哦，是啊，这是一个单调乏味的城市。几英里范围内的地方上只有红砖房、泥泞、商店和木料场。”

屋后传来“咚咚”的敲门声，发出了回响。阿扎里亚·阿戴尔轻声道了歉，出去看是谁在敲。三分钟后，她回来了，眼中闪闪发亮，脸颊上泛起淡淡的红晕，仿佛年轻了十岁。

“你一定得在这儿喝杯茶、吃些点心再走。”她说。

她拿起一个小铁铃，摇了几下。一个十二岁左右的黑人小姑娘走了进来，她光着脚，衣着不整，大拇指含在嘴里，眼睛大睁着，直勾勾地盯着我看。

阿扎里亚·阿戴尔打开一个破旧的小钱袋，取出一张一元的钞票，那张钞票缺了右上角，中间被撕开过，而后又粘了起来。有人用一条蓝色的纱纸粘住了破损的地方——正是我给那个海盗般的黑人的那张，肯定错不了。

她把钞票交给那个姑娘，说：“到街角贝克先生的铺子里去一趟，买四分之一磅茶叶，就是他一直送来的那种——和一毛钱的糖糕。赶快去吧。家里的茶叶正好用光了。”她又向我解释道。

小女孩从后门走了出去。她赤脚“啪哒啪哒”的走路声还没有在后面门廊里消失，空荡荡的房间里突然响起一声尖叫——我肯定那是小女孩的声音。接着，传来一个男人愤怒嘶哑的声音和小女孩连续不断的尖叫声，其间夹杂着分辨不清的话语。

阿扎里亚·阿戴尔既没有感到奇怪，也一点儿都不激动，她站起身走了出去。我听到那男人粗野的吵闹声又持续了两分钟，接着仿佛有人在咒骂并有轻微的扭打。然后阿扎里亚·阿戴尔若无其事地回来，坐了下来。

“这幢房子很宽敞，”她说，“我把一部分出租给了房客。很抱歉，今天不能请您喝茶了。店里买不到我平时用的那种茶叶。也许明天贝克先生就能给我送过来了。”

但我确定，那个小女孩根本没有离开过这幢房子。我打听了如何乘坐电车回去，就告辞了。走出了很远，我才想起我还没有问阿扎里亚·阿戴尔的姓氏。明天再问也不算晚。

就是从这一天开始，这座安宁静谧的城市强加在我头上的邪恶行为也拉开了序幕。我在这里仅仅待了两天，可就在这短短的两天里，我已经通过电报可耻地向杂志社撒了谎，并且成了一件谋杀案中“事后”的同谋——如果“事后”一词是正确的法律术语。

一踏进我所住的旅馆附近的街角，那个身穿着五颜六色、举世无双的大衣的非洲黑人马车夫就拦住了我。他打开他那活动棺材的牢门，晃着鸡毛掸子，又开始说老一套话：“请上车，老板。马车很干净——刚刚出殡回来。你出五毛钱就能把你……”

他很快认出了我，咧开嘴笑了，“对不起，老板，你就是今天早晨坐过我车的那位先生。多谢你啦，先生。”

“明天下午三点钟，我还要去八百六十一号，”我说，“如果你还在这里，我可以坐你的车子。你原来就认识阿戴尔小姐吗？”我想起了我那张一元的钞票，最后问道。

“我以前是她父亲阿戴尔法官的家仆，先生。”他回答道。

“据我判断，她生活很困难，”我说，“家里没什么钱，是吗？”

我在一瞬间又看到了塞蒂瓦约皇帝的凶相，接着他又变成了那个漫天要价的老黑人马车夫。

“她不会饿死的，先生。”他慢慢地说，“有人给她钱，先生，有人给她钱。”

“下一趟我只付给你五毛钱。”我说。

“就是那个价钱，先生。”他顺从地回答，“今天早晨我非有那两块钱不可，老板。”

我回到旅馆，发电报撒了个谎。我告诉杂志社说：“阿扎里亚·阿戴尔坚持每个字八分钱。”

对方回电：“赶快答应，笨蛋。”

晚饭前，温特沃思·卡斯韦尔少校见到我，像是多日不见的老朋友那样冲过来和我打招呼。这种我一见到就觉得讨厌，却又如此难以摆脱的人还真是少见。他向我冲过来的时候，我正在吧台旁边站着，因此我不能对他说我不喝酒。我宁愿自己付全部的酒账，也不想和他喝酒。但他是那种卑鄙的、喜欢吵闹并且爱大声叫唤的酒鬼，恨不得每次荒唐地花掉一分钱都要铜管乐队奏乐，放鞭炮庆祝。

他从口袋里掏出了两张一块钱的钞票，把其中一张扔在吧台上，那神情就像是在炫耀万贯家财。我一看，又是那张缺了右上角、中间被撕开过、而后又粘了起来、用一条蓝色的纱纸粘住了破损地方的钞票。肯定错不了。

我回到楼上我的房间。这个沉闷宁静的南方城市的细雨和单调使我感到乏味，弄得我无精打采。我记得上床前，我迷迷糊糊地想起了那张一块钱的钞票——以它为线索，可以写一篇绝好的旧金山侦探小说。我对自己说：“难道这里大多数人都是出租马车托拉斯的股东，股息也付得快？可我不明白……”这样想着想着，我就睡着了。

第二天，塞蒂瓦约皇帝果然在老地方等我，把我的骨头在石子路上颠到了八百六十一号。他在那里等我办完事之后再把我送了回来。

阿扎里亚·阿戴尔看上去比昨天脸色更苍白，衣着更整洁，但也显得更脆弱。

签完了每个字八分钱的合同之后，她的脸色更加苍白了，竟从椅子上溜了下去。我没费什么力气就把她抬上了那张古老的马鬃沙发上，然后跑到外面的大街上，叫那个黑人海盗去请一位医生来。我对他的智慧本来就没有怀疑，他果然聪明，知道争取时间的重要性，扔下马车，徒步跑去。十分钟之内，他就领来了一位头发灰白、严肃干练的医生。我用简单的几句话（远不值八分钱一个字）向他解释了我为什么会在这幢神秘空旷的房子里。他鞠了一躬，表示理解，然后转向那个老黑人。

“凯撒大叔，”他镇静地说，“到我家去，叫露西小姐装上满满一罐新鲜牛奶和半杯葡萄酒。赶快回来。不要赶车去啦——跑着去。跑一趟总用不了一个星期吧。”

我想梅里曼医生也不太信任这个陆地海盗的腿，怕他跑得不够快。凯撒大叔笨拙但迅速地向街上跑去之后，医生非常客气而又极其仔细地打量了我一番，终于认定我是个可以相信的人。

“只不过是营养不良。”他说，“换句话说，是贫穷、自尊和饥饿造成的。卡斯韦尔太太有许多热心的朋友，都乐于帮助她，但是除了那个以前是他们家仆人的老黑人凯撒大叔之外，任何人的帮助她都不接受。”

“卡斯韦尔太太！”我不禁大吃一惊。接着，我看看合同，发现她在合同上的签名是：“阿扎里亚·阿戴尔·卡斯韦尔”。

“我还以为她姓阿戴尔呢。”我说。

“她嫁给了一个嗜酒成性、游手好闲的懒鬼，先生。”医师说道，“据说连那老黑佣送来接济她的那点儿少得可怜的钱，也都被他抢走了。”

牛奶和葡萄酒取回来了，医师很快就使阿扎里亚·阿戴尔苏醒了过来。她坐起身，赞叹着色彩浓艳的秋叶的美——此时，正值深秋赏叶的最佳时节。她轻描淡写地把她昏倒的原因说成是心悸的老毛病又发作了。她躺在沙发上，小女孩替她打扇子。医师还要去别的地方看病，我把他送到门口。我对他说，我有权并且愿意替杂志社预付给她一笔稿酬，他听了好像很高兴。

“顺便提一句，”他说，“你也许还不知道，那个马车夫有皇族血统呢。凯撒大叔的祖父是刚果的一个国王。可能你早就注意到了，凯撒本人也有皇家的气派。”

医师离去时，我听到凯撒大叔在屋里说话的声音，“他把你那两块钱都抢走了吗？阿扎里亚小姐？”

“是的，凯撒。”我听到阿扎里亚·阿戴尔有气无力的回答声。然后，我回到屋里，同我们的撰稿人结束了业务上的商洽。我自作主张，提前预支了五十元稿费给她，说这是约稿的规定。然后由凯撒大叔赶着马车把我送回旅馆。

作为目击者，我亲眼所见的事情到此就全部结束了。其余的只是单纯的事实叙述。

大约下午六点钟，我出去散步。凯撒大叔还在街角的老地方等着。他打开马车门，晃着鸡毛掸子，又说起了那套沉闷的老话，“请上车，先生。送到全城任何地方，都只要五毛钱——马车非常干净，先生——刚刚出殡回来——”

这时，他才认出了我。我猜他大概也是老眼昏花了。他的大衣又新添上了几块退色的地方，麻线更加蓬乱破烂，那个仅存的纽扣，就是那颗黄的牛角纽扣也不见了。凯撒大叔还是皇族的后裔呢！

过了两个小时左右，我看到一群人乱哄哄地挤在药房门前；在一个平静得像沙漠的地方，这可是难得的新鲜事。我挤了进去。温特沃思·卡斯韦尔少校的躯体躺在一张用空箱子和椅子凑合搭起来的床上。医师正在检查他还有没有幸存的可能。他的诊断是，少校早就命丧黄泉了。

这位昔日的少校被人发现死在一条黑暗的街上，后来又被几个好奇又无聊的市民们抬到了药房。他死前经历过一场恶斗——从种种细节上可以看得出来。尽管他是个无赖恶棍，打架倒也顽强。但是他打败了。他的双手还死死地攥着，掰都掰不开。站在周围和他相识的善良市民尽可能搜肠刮肚，想为死者说一两句他能够承当的好话。一个面貌和善的人想了好久之后说：“卡斯韦尔十四岁的时候，在学校里语法学得还不错呢。”

我站在死者身边时，他垂在白松板箱旁边的右手松开了，一样东西掉在我脚边。我悄悄用脚踩住，过了一会儿才把它捡起来，揣进口袋。照我的揣测，一定是他临死前无意中抓到了哪个东西，就再也没有松手。

当天晚上，旅馆里的人们除了谈谈政治和禁酒之外，主要的话题是卡斯韦尔少校的去世。我听到一个人对大家说：“依我看，诸位，卡斯韦尔准是被哪个谋财害命的混蛋黑鬼杀的。今天下午，他身上有五十块钱，还拿给旅馆里好几个人看过。人们找到他的尸体的时候，这笔钱却不见了。”

第二天上午九点钟，我离开了这个城市。当火车驶过坎伯兰河上的桥梁时，我从口袋里掏出半元银币大小的一个黄色的角质纽扣，上面还连着蓬散的粗麻线。我把它扔到窗外，让它落进缓缓流动的浑浊的河水中。

布法罗发生了什么事情，我不知道！





————————————————————




(1)

  兰德—麦克纳利：成立于19世纪的一家出版地图册、地图和旅行指南的美国出版商。





(2)

  西德尼·卡顿：英国作家狄更斯小说《双城记》中的人物，前文提到的“老式马车”指1789年法国大革命时期用来押送死刑犯上断头台时用的马车。





(3)

  瑞普·凡·温克尔：美国作家华盛顿·欧文作品中的人物，他性格温和，一睡二十年。





(4)

  杰斐逊·布里克：狄更斯小说《马丁·朱述尔维特》中脸色苍白、体弱多病的战地记者，“布里克”英文“Brick”，也有“砖头”的意思。





(5)

  朗斯特里特：美国南北战争时，南部联邦的将军。





(6)

  美国南北战争以南部联邦军攻陷萨姆特要塞开始，以南部联邦军司令李将军在阿波马托克斯投降告终。





(7)

  据说《旧约》中的诺亚之子Ham（含）的后代在非洲繁衍。





(8)

  安德鲁·杰克逊：（1767—1845）美国第七任总统。





(9)

  本处所列出的人名都是西方鼎鼎有名的大散文家。





(10)

  托马斯：（1816—1870）美国南北战争时，忠于南部联邦的将领。





婚姻的精密科学



“我早就告诉过你，”杰夫·彼得斯说，“我向来不太相信女人会用什么欺骗手段，和她们合伙，哪怕是玩些最问心无愧的骗局，她们都是靠不住的。”

“这话不假，”我说，“我看把她们叫做‘诚实的性别’，真是当之无愧。”

“可不是吗？”杰夫说，“她们自有男人替他们招摇撞骗，或是卖命干活儿。她们办事本来也还算可以，但是，一旦感情冲动，或者想要顾及脸面，就准得出事儿。到那个时候，你还得找个男人接替她的工作，这个接替的人多半是笨手笨脚、胡子拉碴、拖儿带女、债务缠身的家伙。就拿那位寡妇太太来说吧，有一次，我和安迪·塔克在凯罗搞了个小小的婚姻介绍所，就是请她帮的忙。

“只要你手里有够登广告的钱——也就是细木头棍那么粗的一卷钞票，办一家婚姻介绍所一定有钱可赚。我们手里大概有6000美元，想在两个月里把它翻上一番——我们没有领到新泽西州的执照，估计生意最多也就只能做两个月时间。

“我们拟了一条广告，是这样写的：







丧偶女子，现年23岁，貌美爱家，有现金3000美元，乡间产业丰厚。欲觅性情温良之男子再结连理，因念及贫寒之人多具美德，故应征者贫富不论，只需忠实可靠，擅长经营产业，精于投资理财即可，年龄、相貌亦无特别要求。
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伊利诺伊州凯罗市



彼得斯—塔克事务所收转






“杜撰完这篇文学作品，我说，‘这样已经不错啦，可是，安迪，那位太太在哪儿呢？’

“安迪不以为然，冷冷地瞟了我一眼，说道：‘杰夫，干这行你还搞什么现实主义？找位太太干吗？华尔街出售的那些价格高得离谱的股票里，难道还能找到美人鱼？征婚广告和一位太太有什么关系？’

“‘你听我说，安迪，’我回答，‘我做生意也是讲原则的。在我做的所有违法的买卖中，我都出售实实在在的东西，看得见，拿得出。守着这样的原则，再加上我对市政府法规和火车时刻表的细致研究，我才避免了惹上麻烦。要真出事，可不是被罚上五美元或是给警察递上一支雪茄就能摆平的。要完成这个计划，我们必须得弄到个货真价实的漂亮寡妇，至少大致相当，有没有美貌，以及清单上所罗列的产业和其他家当，倒没有多大关系。否则，治安员那关就过不去。’

“‘好吧，’安迪重新考虑了一番，说道，‘这样做也许更保险，万一邮局或者治安机关来调查我们的介绍所呢。可你打算去哪儿弄一个寡妇，谁愿意浪费时间搞一个不为征婚的征婚把戏呢？’

“我告诉安迪，我正好有一个非常合适的人选。我有一个老朋友，名叫齐克·特罗特，原先在杂耍场里卖苏打水和拔牙齿，经常喝得酒气熏天。去年有一回，他没有喝多，而是吃了一个老医生开的消化药，结果害得老婆守了寡。以前我经常在他们家落脚，我想现在不妨找他老婆帮忙。

“到特罗特太太居住的小镇只有六十英里，于是，我赶紧跳上火车赶到那里，发现她仍旧住在原来那幢小房子里，洗衣盆上仍旧栽着向日葵，上面也仍然站着大公鸡。特罗特太太真是征婚广告的绝佳人选，只不过在相貌、年龄、财产方面与广告所说有些出入。但她也还有可取之处，能对付得过去，再说，她做这份工作也不是白干，算是对得起已故的齐克。

“我说明了来意之后，她问道：‘彼得斯先生，你们干的这是正经生意吗？’

“‘特罗特太太，’我说，‘安迪·塔克和我早就琢磨过了，在我们这个疆域辽阔又毫无公正可言的国家里，看到我们的广告以后，至少有三千个男人想博得您的青睐和您那些有名无实的财富。要是这三千人中有人能侥幸赢得您的芳心，那您就得准备用自己交换来一个游手好闲、唯利是图的家伙，或是一个倒霉鬼、骗子、卑鄙的投机分子。’

“‘我和安迪，准备好好教训教训这些社会上的寄生虫。我们真想成立一个“惩恶扬善婚姻介绍所”，好容易才克制住自己没有这么做。现在，您该明白了吧？’

“‘明白啦，彼得斯先生。’她说，‘我早知道你不会去做什么卑鄙的勾当。可是，我能做些什么呢？你说的这三千个无赖，是要我一个个地亲口回绝呢，还是成批成批地撵走？’

“‘您只需要挂个名就行，特罗特太太。您只需要住在一家清静的旅馆里，什么事都不用干，来往信件和其他事务都由我和安迪包办。’

“‘当然啦，’我接着说，‘可能会有几个性急鲁莽的求婚者，凑足了火车票，跑到凯罗来当面向您求婚或打探虚实。遇上那种情况，就得麻烦您当面回绝他们。我们包您吃住，每星期付给您二十五美元。’

“‘等我五分钟，’特罗特太太说，‘我这就去扑上粉，把大门钥匙存放在邻居那儿，你就可以开始计算我的薪水了。’

“就这样，我把特罗特太太带到凯罗，让她住在一家舒适的寓所，公寓的地址跟我和安迪的住处既不太近以致引人起疑，也不太远以便相互照应。然后，我把事情的经过告诉了安迪。

“‘好极啦。’安迪说，‘现在手头有了实实在在的鱼饵，你也该安心了。事不宜迟，我们动手钓鱼吧。’

“我们在全国各地的报纸上刊登了广告，广告只登一次。多登了我们还得雇用人手，会弄得兴师动众，要再引起邮政局长的注意，就非露出马脚不可。

“我们以特罗特太太的名义把两千美元存进了银行，把存折交给了她，万一有谁对这个婚姻介绍所的诚信产生怀疑，她可以随时拿出来展示给他看。我知道特罗特太太诚实可靠，把钱存在她名下绝对万无一失。

“即便只登了一则征婚广告，安迪和我还得每天花上十二个小时回复信件。

“每天收到的应征信件都有上百封。我以前从不知道这个国家里竟有这么多心地善良、生活贫困，愿意娶一位美貌的寡妇，并且背上管理产业的包袱的男人。

“大多数应征者都自称上了年纪、丢了饭碗、怀才不遇，但都信誓旦旦地宣称自己满腹柔情，还有许多男子汉的品质，只要寡妇肯委身于他，保证能终生幸福。

“彼得斯—塔克事务所给每位应征者都回了信，告诉他，征婚人看了他坦率而有趣的来信深受感动，请他再来信说明详情，如果方便的话，请随信附上照片一张。彼得斯—塔克事务所同时通知应征者，把第二封信转交女当事人需要付两美元的费用，也要随信附来。

“这个计划的精妙之处就在于此，各地那些不三不四的应征者，百分之九十都想办法筹了钱寄来，就是这么简单。只是拆信取钱比较麻烦，让我和安迪没少抱怨。

“也有极少数应征者亲自拜访，我们把他们打发到特罗特太太那儿去，剩下的就由她处理了；只有三四个人又回来跟我们索要回程的车钱。到后来，乡村便邮的信件源源不断地送来时，安迪和我每天大概有两百元进账。

“一天下午，我们忙得不可开交，我正把一元、两元的钞票往雪茄烟盒里塞，安迪正吹着《她才不会结婚》的曲子。就在这时，一个瘦小精干的男人溜了进来，一双眼睛滴溜溜地往墙上扫，那副样子好像是在追寻盖恩斯巴罗丢失的名画。我看见他，不由得暗自得意，因为我们的生意合理合法，无懈可击。

“‘你们今天的信件还真不少啊。’那个人说。

“我伸手拿起帽子。

“‘来吧，’我说，‘我们一直在等着你呢。我带你去看看货，你离开华盛顿时，泰迪
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 可好？’

“我把他带到江景公寓，让他同特罗特太太见了面，接着，我又把存在她名下的两千元银行存折亮给那个人看了看。

“‘倒是看不出什么毛病。’那个侦探说。

“‘本来就是合法生意，’我说，‘你要还是个单身汉，我倒可以让你和这位太太单独聊聊，那两块钱的费用我们就不予计较了。’

“‘多谢，’他说，‘我要是尚未成家，可能会留下。再见啦，彼得斯先生。’

“还不到三个月，我们的收入已经超过了五千美元，我们觉得应该见好就收了。已经有不少人对我们表示了不满；再则特罗特太太也厌倦了这份工作。登门求婚的人络绎不绝，她似乎不大高兴。

“我们决定就此退出。我到特罗特太太的公寓里，把最后一星期的薪水付给她，向她告别，同时取回了那两千元的存折。

“我到那儿一看，只见她泪水涟涟，像是个不愿上学的孩子。

“‘你这是怎么啦？是有人欺侮你了，还是想家啦？’

“‘都不是，彼得斯先生。’她说，‘你一直是齐克的老朋友，也没什么关系，我就对你实话实说吧。彼得斯先生，我恋爱了，我深深地爱上了一个人，没有他，我简直活不下去了。他就是我心中的白马王子。’

“‘那你就嫁给他好了，’我说，‘我是说，只要你们两情相悦。只是，他是不是也像你这样痴心难改、情深意长呢？’

“‘他也是的，’她说，‘他是见到报纸上的征婚广告之后来找我的，他一定要我把那两千块钱给了他，才肯娶我。他叫威廉·威尔金森。’说罢，她又动情地痛哭起来。

“‘特罗特太太，’我说，‘世界上没有人比我更同情一个女人的感情了。何况你曾是我最好的朋友的终生伴侣。如果这件事可以由我一人做主，我一定痛痛快快地把两千元给你，让你跟心上人结婚，去过幸福的生活。’

“‘这笔钱我们也出得起，因为我们从那些向你求婚的傻瓜身上捞了五千多块。可是，’我接着说，‘我总得跟安迪·塔克商量商量。’

“‘安迪也是个好人，只是做生意过于精明。他是我生意上的合作伙伴。我去找安迪谈谈，看看有什么办法。’

“我回到住处，把这件事向安迪和盘托出。

“‘我早知道会有今天，’安迪说，‘任何能引起女人感情和喜爱的事物，你都不能指望她们对你忠诚。’

“‘安迪，’我说，‘让一个女人因为我们而伤心，可不是件愉快的事。’

“‘是啊，’安迪说，‘我把我的打算告诉你吧，杰夫。你一向心慈手软，慷慨大方。也许是我心肠太硬，世故太深，疑虑太重了。这次我迁就你一下，告诉特罗特太太，叫她把两千元从银行里取出来，交给她的心上人，快快乐乐地过日子去吧。’

“我跳了起来，握着安迪的手，足足有五分钟，然后回到特罗特太太那儿，把好消息告诉了她。她高兴得哭了起来，哭得和伤心时一样厉害。

“两天后，我和安迪收拾好行李，准备离开。

“‘动身之前，你不想到特罗特太太那儿，和她再见一面？’我问安迪，‘她很想见见你，当面向你道谢呢。’

“‘哦，我看不必了吧。’安迪说，‘我们还是快点儿去赶火车吧。’

“我正像往常一样，把我们的资金装进贴身的包里时，安迪从口袋里掏出一大卷钞票，让我收在一起。

“‘这是什么钱？’我问。

“‘这就是特罗特太太的那两千块钱。’安迪说。

“‘怎么会到你手上？’我问。

“‘她自己给我的。’安迪说。‘这一个多月来，我每星期有三个晚上要去她那儿。’

“‘难道你就是那个威廉·威尔金森？’我说。

“‘没错。’安迪回答道。”





————————————————————
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  对时任美国总统西奥多·罗斯福的戏称。





菜单上的春天



那是三月里的一天。

你要是写小说的话，可千万别写这样的开头。没有比这更糟糕的开头了。这种开头缺乏想象力，平淡枯燥，很有可能除了成为一句废话外，别无用处。但用在这个故事里，这种开头还是可以的。因为下面这段本该作为故事开头的文字，太过荒诞离奇，如果读者毫无思想准备的话，会感到摸不到头脑。

莎拉正对着她手上的菜单哭泣。

你想想吧，一个纽约的姑娘竟会对着一份菜单，潸然泪下。

要想对此作个解释，你不妨随意猜测，可能是因为龙虾都卖光了；或者，因为她刚发过誓在四月斋期戒掉冰激凌，想吃又不能吃；要不，是因为她点了洋葱，或者她刚刚从哈吉特剧院看完日场戏回来。但是，你所有这些猜测全部错了，还是让我接着讲故事吧。

有位先生宣称这个世界是个牡蛎，他能用一把剑把它撬开，这位绅士可以说是浪得虚名。用剑撬开牡蛎并不困难。您可曾看到过有人用打字机撬开人世间的牡蛎？有谁迫不及待地要看一打生牡蛎被这样撬开吗？

莎拉就曾用她笨拙的武器撬开牡蛎的贝壳，她只是撬开了一点点，品尝了一下贝壳里面冰冷冷、滑腻腻的世界。她会一点儿速记，但是远远比不上一个商业学校速记专业毕业、初出茅庐的学生。否则，她就能加入坐在办公室的前途光明的能人行列了。她只是一个没有固定工作的打字员，四处奔波，接点零活，靠打字糊口而已。

莎拉和这个世界进行抗争，最成功、最辉煌的一次战绩就是和“舒伦伯格家庭饭馆”谈成的一笔生意。这家饭馆就在她租住的一栋红砖砌成的老房子隔壁。一天晚上，莎拉在舒伦伯格饭馆吃完了一份四十美分、五道菜的套餐（上菜速度极快，就像你往黑人头上扔五个棒球一样），随后莎拉顺手带走了他们的菜单。那份菜单是手写的，字迹潦草，既不像英语也不像德语，几乎认不出来。而且，菜单排序杂乱无章，要是你一不小心拿倒了，你的开胃菜很有可能就是一根牙签和米饭布丁，最后一道菜才是汤和星期几。

第二天，莎拉找到舒伦伯格，拿出一份用打字机打得整整齐齐的卡片给他看。菜单上的字打得很漂亮，各道令人垂涎的菜肴排列得井然有序，各就各位，从“开胃菜”到“雨伞、衣帽，请顾客自己看管”的告诫语，一目了然。

舒伦伯格当场就被说服了，在和他道别之前，莎拉已经成功地让对方心甘情愿地签下一份合同。她负责为这家饭馆二十一张餐桌每桌提供一张打印好的菜单，每天晚餐前都要打印一份新菜单，而且，要是早餐和午餐换了新的菜品，或是出于整齐统一的需要，她还要另外打一份新的菜单。

作为回报，舒伦伯格为她提供一日三餐，每天下午派一个侍者送到她租住的房间——他会尽可能派去一个顺从乖巧的侍者——同时送去一份手写的菜单草稿，那就是命运女神为第二天光临餐馆的客人准备的食物。

这份合同双方都很满意。现在，舒伦伯格的顾客们可以知道自己吃的是什么食物了，尽管吃的时候还是感到困惑。而莎拉呢，在这个寒冷而阴郁的冬天也有饭可吃了，对她来说，这就解决了一件人生大事。

日历说谎了，居然说春天已经到来。春天只有到该来的时候才会来。而现在，一月冰冻的积雪仍然覆盖着横穿城区的大街小巷，坚硬如磐石。手摇风琴还在弹奏着《过去那美好的夏日时光》，却还带着隆冬时分的活力和情调。人们开始准备攒足一个月的钱，这是为了购买复活节时穿的衣服。看门人关掉了暖气。即便这种事情已经发生，但大家都明白，这座城市依然被牢牢地掌握在严冬的手中。

一天下午，莎拉待在她过道尽头那间“雅致”的小卧室里冻得瑟瑟发抖。“房间提供取暖设备，打扫得一尘不染，各项设施一应俱全，真叫人一见倾心。”除了打印舒伦伯格饭馆的菜单，她没有其他活儿可干。莎拉坐在那张“咯吱咯吱”响的藤条摇椅上，望着窗外。墙上的挂历一直提醒着她，“春天来了，莎拉——春天来了，我告诉你。看着我，莎拉，我这里的数字明明白白地说明了这一点。你相貌出众，莎拉——你洋溢着青春的气息——为什么你如此忧郁地望着窗外？”

莎拉的房间在整栋公寓的背面。从窗口望过去，可以看到隔壁街上纸箱制造厂没有窗户的砖墙。但是，在莎拉眼中，这堵墙如同晶莹透明的水晶，她能看见绿草成茵的小径掩映在樱桃树和榆树中间，路两旁长着一簇簇黑莓和金樱子。

春天真正的使者是极其微妙的，人眼看不见，耳朵也听不到。有的使者忙着催开番红花；有的点开万绿丛中星星点点的山茱萸；有的让蓝知更鸟歌唱；有的还要更明显地暗示，让绿衣姑娘投入大地灰暗的怀抱；甚至还要在此之前，提醒荞麦和牡蛎与大地握手道别。大地的新娘已经明白无误地给她最挑剔的亲戚送去美好的信息，告诉他们，他们将不会受到冷落，除非，他们自己想继续形单影只。

去年夏天，莎拉曾经到乡下去，并且爱上了一位农夫。

你在写小说的时候，千万不要用这种插叙的手法。这是一种拙劣的技巧，会让故事索然无趣。现在还是先接着往下看吧。

莎拉在阳光小河农场待了两个星期。在那里，她逐渐爱上了老农场主富兰克林的儿子沃尔特。农民们恋爱、结婚，最后寿终正寝，埋葬在草场上，世世代代都是如此。但年轻的沃尔特却是一个新式的现代农场经营者。他在养牛场里装上了电话，而且他还能很准确地算出，明年的加拿大小麦的产量会对他趁着夜色种植的马铃薯产生什么样的影响。

就是在这样一片黑莓点缀的林荫小道上，沃尔特向她求了婚，并获得了她的芳心。他们并肩坐在一起，他把蒲公英编成的花环戴在她的头上。他毫不夸张地赞美蒲公英黄色的花朵衬托着她棕色的长发有多么美丽。而她一直戴着花环，把硬边草帽拿在手里，一路挥舞着走回了家。

他们准备在今年春天结婚，一见到春天的迹象就结婚，沃尔特是这么说的。后来，莎拉回到城里继续敲打字机。

一阵敲门声打断了莎拉对往昔快乐时光的美好回忆。一个侍者拿来了老舒伦伯格用他那瘦骨嶙峋的手写下来的铅笔草稿，那是饭馆第二天的菜单。

莎拉在她的打字机前坐了下来，往滚筒里塞进一张卡片。她是个手脚麻利的打字员。通常用不了一个半小时，二十一张菜单就可以准备妥当了。

今天的菜单上，变动的内容比以往任何时候都大。汤比平时清淡，主菜的列表中取消了猪肉，只有烤肉和俄罗斯萝卜。整张菜单上都弥漫着春天优雅的气息。前不久还在略见绿色的山坡上蹦蹦跳跳的羊羔，现在也被抹上了调味汁，以纪念它们欢悦的日子。牡蛎的歌声尽管还没有完全停息，但热情已渐渐消退。煎锅收在仁慈的柜台后面，烤架也不再忙碌，似乎没有用武之地了。各种派的名单加长了，比较油腻的布丁已经难觅踪影，装饰包裹的腊肠还留在菜单上，和荞麦以及香甜的槭糖浆一起苟延残喘，但气数已尽，注定灭亡。

莎拉的手指飞快地在打字机上跳动着，仿佛夏夜里在溪流上空舞蹈着的飞虫。她眼光精准，能够目测出每一道菜名的长度，然后给它们安排到恰当的位置。

甜点的上方是新鲜时蔬。胡萝卜和豌豆、炒芦笋、四季不断的土豆、豆煮玉米、利马豆、卷心菜以及……然后……

莎拉拿着菜单哭了起来。她内心一片绝望，悲从心生，泪如泉涌。她的头垂了下来，垂到打字机那小小的底座上。打字机键盘发出枯燥的“嗒嗒”声，应和着她泪水涟涟的啜泣声。

因为，她已经连着两个星期没有收到沃尔特的来信了，而菜单上的下一道菜正好是蒲公英——蒲公英炒一种什么蛋——但是，管它什么蛋呢！蒲公英，沃尔特正是用蒲公英金灿灿的花环为他心爱的女王和未来的新娘加冕的。蒲公英，这春天的信使，她满怀愁绪的伤情花环——再度让她回忆起昔日的幸福。

女士，如果你也经历过这样的考验，我敢保证你笑不出来：假如你与珀西定情的那个夜晚，他送给你一束黄玫瑰。把这些玫瑰用法国调料做成一份沙拉放在舒伦伯格饭馆的餐桌上，摆到你面前，你会笑得出来吗？假如朱丽叶也这样眼睁睁地看着见证她爱情的信物遭受亵渎，她肯定会立刻找到一位好心的药剂师给她配一剂能让人遗忘一切的药。

但是春天是如此迷人的女巫！春天的信息一定会送到这座石头与钢铁筑成的冷冰冰的大城市。除了田野里这位穿着绿色的大衣，神情谦恭、不辞辛劳的小小信使，又有什么能传递这春天的信息呢？他是一位真正的军事冒险家，他就是“蒲公英”——法国厨师称之为“狮子的牙齿”。蒲公英在花朵盛开的时候，能帮助青年恋人倾诉衷肠，在我们这位女主人公深棕色的秀发上绕成花环；而在幼小稚嫩、含苞待放的时候，又进入了沸腾的锅里，传递他至高无上的女主人的信息。

很快，莎拉忍住了眼泪。菜单必须得提前打出来。可是，她还没有完全从蒲公英的梦境中，从那淡淡的金金灿灿的余晖中清醒过来。她神思恍惚，有好一会儿心不在焉地任由手指在键盘上无意识地敲打。而她的心还和她年轻的农夫在一起，留在了芳草如茵的小径上。不过，她迅速清醒过来，重新回到曼哈顿石头砌成的街巷。她的打字机开始“嗒嗒”地跳动起来，像一辆罢工破坏者的汽车一样跳动着。

六点钟，侍者给她送来了晚餐，取走了她打好的菜单。莎拉吃饭的时候，叹了一口气，把蒲公英连同那一圈什么卵形陪衬物扫到一边。这一团黑乎乎的东西，竟然是用那种金灿灿的、见证了爱情的花朵做出来的，还变成了不堪的食物。她一个夏天的期望也就此枯萎破灭了。也许爱情正如莎士比亚所说，可以自我滋养，但是莎士比亚吃不下这盘蒲公英制作的美味。蒲公英是装点她真情挚爱的首次宴席的摆设。

晚上七点半，隔壁那对夫妇开始吵架；楼上房间里的男人吹着长笛，寻找A调；煤气供应有点不足；三辆运煤车开始卸煤——这是留声机唯一会妒忌的声音；后院围墙上的猫也慢慢退回了老窝。根据这些迹象，莎拉知道她阅读的时间到了。她拿出一本本月最不畅销的书——《修道院和家庭》，把双脚放在箱子上，开始和主人公杰勒德一起漫游。

前门的门铃响了，房东太太去开门。莎拉撇下被熊追得逃到树上的杰勒德和戴尼斯，侧耳倾听。啊，没错，要是换了你，你肯定也会和她一样的。

接着，从楼下的大厅里传来一个清晰洪亮的声音，莎拉一听就跳了起来，向门口冲去，把书和跟熊的第一回争斗全都扔在了地板上。你猜对了。她刚刚跑到楼梯口，她的农夫爱人就已经一步三阶地来到她面前，将她整个儿抱在怀里——让拾穗人别想捡到半点儿东西。

“你为什么没有写信——噢，为什么？”莎拉叫道。

“纽约真是个大城市，”沃尔特·富兰克林说，“一个礼拜前我就按你原来的地址来找你了，可是听说你星期四就已经离开了，还算不错，躲开了黑色星期五可能会遭遇的噩运。不过，这还是没能阻止我通过警察或是其他方式打探你的下落。”

“我写过信！”莎拉激动地喊道。

“我从来没有收到过！”

“那你是怎么找到我的？”

年轻的农场主春风得意地笑了，回答道：“今天晚上，我偶然走进那家家乡饭馆，”他说，“我才不管它是不是出名呢。每年这个时候，我都喜欢吃点儿新鲜的绿色蔬菜。我浏览着那张打印得很漂亮的菜单，想找点儿绿色蔬菜。我看到卷心菜下面那道菜的时候，我撞翻了椅子，叫来了老板。他告诉了我你住在这里。”

“我记得，”莎拉松了一口气，“卷心菜下面的一道菜是蒲公英。”

“不管到什么地方，我都认得出你的打字机打出的大写字母W，总是高高在上，不在一整行上。”富兰克林说道。

“什么啊，蒲公英这个词里没有大写字母W啊？”莎拉诧异地说。

年轻人从口袋里掏出那张菜单，指着其中的一行。

莎拉认出了这是她当天下午打出的第一张菜单。菜单右上角的地方还有一滴眼泪的泪痕。而且，本该打出那种草本植物名称的地方，出于对金灿灿的花环挥之不去的记忆，竟使她的手指敲上了其他的键。

在红卷心菜和肉馅青椒之间出现了这么一道菜：

“DEAREST WALTER, WITH HARD-BOILED EGG.”（最亲爱的沃尔特，白水煮鸡蛋）。




天　窗　室



帕克太太首先会领你去看那间两居室。当她滔滔不绝地介绍这种房间的优点以及那位在此住了八年的先生的诸多优良品质时，你根本不敢打断她的话。然后，你才鼓起勇气，慢慢吞吞地承认，你既不是大夫，也不是牙医。帕克太太听你说这话的神态，准会使你对你的父母态度大变，因为他们当初没有把你培养成适宜租住在帕克太太豪华房间的那种职业的人士。

接下来，你将走上一段楼梯，去看看二楼阴面的房间，那里每周租金八美元。帕克太太的神情，也会变得与一楼不同而与二楼相配，她会告诉你说，图森贝雷先生没有到佛罗里达去接管他兄弟在棕榈滩附近的柑橘种植园时，就住在这里。房租一直是十二美元，而且总是按时支付。又说住在双开间阳面房间，有单独浴室的麦金太尔太太，每年冬天都要到那个棕榈滩去。你听了一阵，肯定为帕克太太的自信所折服，但却不得不支支吾吾地说，你还是想看看租金更便宜一点的房间。

如果你能够容忍帕克太太鄙夷的神情的话，你就会被她领到三楼，去看看斯基德先生的大房间。斯基德先生的房间并没有空出来。他整天待在屋子里写剧本，抽烟。可是每一个找房子的人总会被带到他的房间，去欣赏门帘和窗帘。每次参观之后，斯基德先生害怕有可能被勒令搬家，于是，总会付一部分拖欠的房租。

接着——嗯，接着——假如你仍然局促不安地站着，滚烫的手插在口袋里，紧紧地攥着几张三美元的钞票，钞票都快被攥出水来，你还要嘶哑地说出你那可耻的贫困——帕克太太就不再替你当导游了。她会扯着嗓子喊一声“克拉拉”，然后就扭过头，大步流星地下楼去了。这时，那个黑人女仆克拉拉会陪你爬上铺着毡毯的梯子，这梯子代替了四楼的楼梯。她会带你看看天窗室。它位于房屋中央，宽七英尺、长八英尺。两边都是黑漆漆的杂物间和贮藏室。

天窗室里有一张小铁床、一个洗脸架和一把椅子，一个木头架子充当梳妆台。四壁空空，就像棺材的壁板一样，逼得你透不过气来。你的手不由自主地摸到了喉咙上，呼吸急促。你抬起头，仿佛坐在井底向上望——总算恢复了呼吸。透过小小的天窗玻璃望出去，你见到了一小块遥远的蓝天。

“两美元，先生。”克拉拉会带着半是轻蔑、半是特斯基吉式调的口气温和地说道。

有一天，丽森小姐来找房子。她随身带着一台打字机，那台打字机远不是她这样身材娇小的人所能携带的。她身材非常娇小，在停止发育后，眼睛和头发却长个不停。它们仿佛在惊叹着：“天哪！你为什么不跟着我们一块儿长啊？”

帕克太太领着丽森小姐去看那间两居室。“这个壁橱，”她说，“可以用来摆放人体骨骼模型，或者麻醉剂，或者木炭……”

“可是我既不是大夫，也不是牙医。”丽森小姐说着，忍不住全身战栗了一下。

帕克太太看了她一眼，眼神中透露出猜疑、怜悯、轻蔑，又冰冷无比，这种眼神专门用来对付那些不够大夫和牙医资格的人。之后，帕克太太领着她去看二楼阴面的房间。

“要八美元？”丽森小姐说，“天啊！我虽然看起来年纪轻轻，可我不是赫提。我只是一个穷苦的打工姑娘。带我去看看楼层更高一点儿、租金更低一点儿的房间吧。”

听到敲门声，斯基德先生赶紧跳了起来，烟蒂撒了一地。

“对不起，斯基德先生。”帕克太太说，看到他大惊失色的模样，她露出一个魔鬼般的微笑，“我不知道你在家。我请这位小姐来看看你这儿的窗帘。”

“真是太漂亮啦。”丽森小姐嫣然一笑，她的笑容宛若天使。

她们走后，斯基德先生着实忙了一阵子，把他最新的（并没有上演的）剧本里那个身材高大、一头黑发的女主角全部删去，换上一个个子娇小、容貌秀丽、性格活泼、长着一头浓密金发的姑娘。

“安娜·赫尔德
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 准会迫不及待地要扮演这个角色。”斯基德先生自言自语地说。他抬起双脚，踩在窗帘上，然后像一只空中的墨斗鱼，消失在喷出的烟雾里。

没过多久，楼上传来了一声尖叫“克拉拉！”这就像警钟一样向全世界宣布了丽森小姐的经济情况。一个黑皮肤的小鬼抓住了她，带着她爬上了一段阴森幽暗的梯子，把她推进一间只有顶端能透进一丝光亮的拱形屋子，然后，以一种充满威胁的语调，神秘兮兮地说道：“两美元！”

“我租了！”丽森小姐长出了一口气，接着便在那张“咯吱咯吱”响的铁床上坐了下去。

丽森小姐每天都出去工作。晚上，她会带回来一些手写的稿纸，用她那台打字机打出来。有时候，晚上没有工作，她就跟别的房客一起，坐在门口高高的台阶上。上帝创造丽森小姐的时候，并没有认定她只配住在天窗室里。她开朗活泼，脑袋里充满了各种异想天开的念头。有一次，她甚至让斯基德先生把他那伟大的（没有出版的）喜剧《绝非戏言》（或叫《地下铁道继承人》）念了三幕给她听。

每当丽森小姐有空，可以在台阶上坐一两个小时的时候，住在这里的男房客们都欣喜若狂。不过，那位在公立学校教书，不管你说什么，都会回答“啊，真的啊！”的身材高挑的金发女郎朗纳克小姐，却坐在石阶最顶上一级，“嘿嘿”地冷笑着；那位在百货商店工作，每星期日在康奈岛打活动木鸭的多恩小姐，则坐在石阶最底端一级，也“嘿嘿”地冷笑着。丽森小姐坐在石阶的中部，男人们总是很快就围拢在她身边。

尤其是那位斯基德先生，他虽然没有说出口，但心里却早就把丽森小姐当做他现实生活中的私人浪漫剧的女主角。还有胡佛先生，他已经四十五岁了，胖乎乎的，愣头愣脑，血气比较旺盛。还有那位年纪轻轻的埃文斯先生，老是故意干咳，好让丽森小姐来劝他戒烟。男人们一致公认丽森小姐是“世界上最有趣、最快活的人”，然而，台阶最顶端的一级和最底端的一级却传来阵阵冷笑，难以与之妥协。

我请求诸位允许我暂停剧情的发展，因为合唱队正大步走到舞台前。为胡佛先生的肥胖洒下一滴伤心的眼泪，为哀悼脂肪的凄惨、臃肿的灾害和肥胖的不幸唱起一首哀歌吧。情场的得意与否如果取决于油脂的盎司数量，那么福斯塔夫可能要远远胜过瘦骨嶙峋的罗密欧。但是情人可以唉声叹气，却万万不可气喘吁吁。胖子是归莫默斯发落的。腰围五十二英寸以上的人，任你心脏跳得多么剧烈，到头来还是毫无用处。去你的吧，胡佛！四十五岁，愣头愣脑，满面红光的胡佛可能把海伦拐走；但是四十五岁，愣头愣脑，满面红光，肥头大耳的胡佛，只不过是一具永不超生的臭皮囊罢了。胡佛，你是永远没有机会的。

一个夏天的傍晚，帕克太太的房客们像往常一样闲坐着，丽森小姐忽然抬头仰望天空，发出一串爽朗的笑声，嚷道：“哟，那不是比利·杰克逊吗！我在这儿居然也能见到它。”

大伙儿都抬起头仰望，有的看到的是摩天大楼的窗子，有的东张西望，寻找的是一艘杰克逊驾驶的飞艇。

“就是那颗星星。”丽森小姐伸出一只纤细的手指一边指点着，一边解释道，“不是那颗一闪一闪的大星星，是它旁边那颗小的，一动不动的那颗。每天晚上我都可以从天窗里望到它。我给它起了名字，叫比利·杰克逊。”

“啊，真的啊！”朗纳克小姐说，“我都不知道你还是个天文学家呢，丽森小姐。”

“是啊，”这位观察星星的年轻人说，“我就像一个天文学家一样，知道火星人明年流行什么款式的衣裳。”

“啊，真的啊！”朗纳克小姐说，“你指的那颗星是仙后星座里的伽玛星。它的亮度和二等星相差无几，它的子午线程是……”

“哦，”那位年纪轻轻的埃文斯先生说，“我倒是觉得比利·杰克逊这个名字好得多。”

“我也同意，”胡佛先生说，他“呼哧呼哧”地喘着粗气，反对朗纳克小姐，“我认为那些占星的老头儿既然有给星星起名字的权利，那么丽森小姐当然也有。”

“啊，真的啊！”朗纳克小姐回答。

“我不知道它是不是一颗流星。”多恩小姐说，“星期天我在康奈岛的游乐场里打枪，一共打了十枪，九次打中了鸭子，一次打中了兔子。”

“从这儿看，它还不是很清楚。”丽森小姐说，“你们应该在我的房间里看。你们知道，从一口井的井底，就算白天也能看见星星。到了晚上，我的房间就像是煤矿的竖井，从那里望出去，比利·杰克逊就像黑夜女神扣在睡衣上的钻石别针。”

之后有一段时期，丽森小姐再也没有把那些令人望而却步的文件带回家过。她早晨出门，并不是去工作，而是挨家挨户地询问，但是，从办公室里得到的回答，都是冷漠的拒绝，让她情绪低落。这种情形持续了很久。

有一天晚上，丽森小姐筋疲力尽地爬上了帕克太太家的石头台阶，此时，已经到了她平时在小饭馆吃过晚饭回家的时候。但她并没有吃晚饭。

她走进大厅的时候，碰到了胡佛先生。他抓住这个机会，向她求婚，他一身的肥肉在她面前微微颤抖，就像一座随时可能发生雪崩的雪山。丽森小姐闪开了，抓住了楼梯的扶手。他想去抓她的手，她抬起手，有气无力地给了他一个耳光。然后，她拉着扶手，一步一顿地向楼上挪。她经过斯基德先生门口的时候，斯基德先生正在用红笔修改他那部（没有被接受的）喜剧中的舞台说明，剧中的女主角梅特尔·德洛姆（也就是丽森小姐）应该“从舞台左角旋转到伯爵身边”。最后，她爬上了铺着毯子的梯子，打开了天窗室的门。

她没有力气去点灯，也没力气换衣服了。她倒在那张小铁床上，小铁床的弹簧也失去了弹性，她纤弱的身体没有留下一点儿凹痕。在那个地狱般幽暗的房间里，她慢慢地抬起沉重的眼皮，轻轻笑了一下。

因为比利·杰克逊正透过天窗，把安详、明亮而且永恒不变的光洒在她身上。她周围的一切好像都已经不存在了，她仿佛坠入了黑暗的深渊，只剩下头顶一方夜空，嵌着一颗星星。她任性地给那颗星起了个名字，却没有任何效果。也许，朗纳克小姐是对的，它只是仙后星座的伽玛星，不是什么比利·杰克逊。可是，尽管如此，她还是不愿只把它当做伽玛星。

她仰躺着，两次想抬起胳臂，都失败了，第三次，她终于成功了。她把两只瘦削的手指举到了嘴唇上，从黑暗的深渊中向比利·杰克逊送去了一记飞吻。她的胳臂随即软绵绵地落了下来。

“再见，比利。”她微弱地低声嘟囔着，“你远在几百万英里之外，甚至不肯眨一眨眼睛。但是，这里漆黑一片，别的什么也看不见，我还是可以看到你，你大部分时间都还待在我能看见的地方，是吗……几百万英里……再见了，比利·杰克逊。”

第二天上午十点，黑人女仆克拉拉发现丽森小姐的房门还紧锁着，于是，找人把它撞开了。大家用生醋熏，拍打她的手腕，给她嗅烧焦的羽毛，什么效果都没有，有人便跑去打电话叫救护车。

很快，救护车一路喧闹地来了，倒退着停在门口。一位穿着亚麻布白大褂的医生跳上了石阶，他年轻轻轻，动作敏捷，举止沉着，充满自信，他那光洁的脸上神情严肃庄重，又显出温文尔雅。

“四十九号叫的救护车，”他简短地说，“出了什么事？”

“哎呀，大夫，”帕克太太没好气地说，就像她的房子里出的事情，肯定是世界上最大的麻烦一样，“我根本不知道她到底是怎么搞的。我们用尽了各种办法，都不能让她苏醒过来。是个年轻姑娘……叫埃尔西……对了，埃尔西·丽森小姐。我们这里从来没有出过……”

“哪个房间？”医生大喊起来，让人听着害怕，帕克太太有生以来从没有听到过有人用这种语气询问房间。

“天窗室。就在……”

跟随救护车的急救医生显然很熟悉天窗室的位置。他一下跨上四级，大步跑上楼去。帕克太太唯恐有失尊严，慢条斯理地跟在后面。

她刚走到第一个楼梯口，就看见医生抱着那个天文学家从楼上下来了。他停了下来，用那条训练有素、像解剖刀一样锋利的舌头，狠狠地把她数落了一顿，声音却不是很大。帕克太太像是一件从钉子上滑落下来的笔挺的衣服，慢慢地皱缩起来。此后，她的身心上永远留下了皱纹。有时，她那些好奇的房客们会问她，医生到底对她说了些什么。

“算了吧，”她会这样回答，“如果听了那番话，我就能得到宽恕，那我也就心满意足了。”

救护车的随车医生抱着病人，大步流星地穿过那群围在四周看热闹的人们，他们甚至也感到羞愧，渐渐退到了人行道上，因为医生脸上的神情，像是抱着一位故去的亲人。

他们注意到，医生并没有把他抱在怀里的人放在救护车专用的担架上，而只是对司机说了一句：“拼命快开吧，威尔逊。”

就这样结束了。难道这也算是一篇故事吗？第二天早晨，我在报纸上看到一小条新闻，其中最后一句话也许可以帮助各位读者（正如它帮助了我一样）把支离破碎的事件联系起来。

这条新闻说，贝尔维尔医院收治了一个住在东区某街四十九号、因饥饿而引起虚脱的年轻女子。结尾是这样的：

“负责治疗的随车医生威廉·杰克逊
 

(2)



 大夫宣称，病人一定能康复。”





————————————————————




(1)

  当时美国著名女演员。





(2)

  “威廉”（William）的昵称是比利（Billy），这里所说的“威廉·杰克逊”即上文提到的“比利·杰克逊”。





婚姻手册



本篇故事的笔者，也就是本人桑德森·普拉特认为，美利坚合众国的教育系统应该划归气象部门负责。我说这话是有充分的理由的，你们也没有理由反对把我们的大学教授们调到气象部门去的这个提议。教授们都读书识字，可以轻而易举地看看晨报，然后打电报通知总局未来天气的变化。不过，这是问题的另一个方面了。我现在要告诉诸位的，是气象如何为我和艾达荷·格林提供了第一流的教育。

我们在蒙塔拿山脉地区勘探金矿，并且来到了比特鲁格山区。沃拉城有一个长络腮胡子的家伙，已经把探寻金矿的希望当成了额外的负担，准备放弃了。他把自己的粮食配备转让给了我们，我们便开始在山脚下慢慢地勘探。我们手头的粮食非常充足，足够维持在和平谈判会议期间供养一支军队。

一天，卡洛斯城来了一个骑马的邮递员，他路过山地时歇了歇脚，吃了三个青梅罐头，给我们留下了一份近期的报纸。这份报纸上有个气象预报的栏目，专栏最下端列出了比特鲁格山区未来的天气：“晴朗转暖，有轻微西风。”

当天晚上就开始下雪，还刮起了强烈的东风。我和艾达荷认为，这场风雪不过是十一月的小雪，不会持续太长时间，于是，我们转移到半山腰上一幢空着的旧木屋里。但是，大雪下了三英尺深还不见有停的迹象，我们才意识到，我们已经被雪困住了。趁雪还不太深的时候，我们已经准备了大量木柴，而且我们的粮食足够维持两个月，因此我们并不太担心，就任凭狂风呼啸，任凭大雪阻断了道路。

假如你想教唆杀人，只需要把两个人在一间十八英尺宽、二十英尺长的小屋子里关上一个月就行了。人类的天性根本无法忍受这种禁锢。

刚开始下雪的时候，我同艾达荷·格林两人还能谈笑风生，互相逗趣，并且对我们用平底锅做出来的、我们称之为面包的东西赞不绝口。可是，到了第三个星期快结束的时候，艾达荷向我发表了如下公告。他说：

“我从没听到过酸奶从玻璃瓶里滴到铁皮锅底时的声音，但是，和你的发声器官里发出来的那些越来越无趣的、令人窒息的思想相比，酸奶滴落的声音肯定可以算是仙乐了。你每天发出的这种不完全咀嚼的声音，叫我想起了母牛的反刍。不同的只是母牛比你更有教养，从不打扰别人，而你却做不到。”

“格林先生，”我说道，“你一度是我的朋友，所以我才不好意思和你挑明，如果我可以随自己的心意在你和一条普通的三条腿的黄毛杂种狗之间选择一个做伴的话，那么现在这间小屋子里就会有一个居民正在摇尾巴了。”

我们就这样过了两三天，然后干脆谁也不理谁了。我们分开了炊具，艾达荷在火炉一边做饭，而我在另一边做。外面的雪已经积到窗口，我们整天都在火边取暖。

你得理解，我和艾达荷除了识字和在石板上做过“约翰有三只苹果，詹姆斯有五只苹果”之类的简单计算外，没有受过任何教育。闯荡江湖的时候，我们逐渐获得了一种可以应对紧急情况的能力，因此对大学学位从没感到特别需要。可是在比特鲁格山区被大雪困在那幢小屋子里的时候，我们平生第一次感到，如果以前研究过荷马史诗、希腊文、数学中的分数以及其他比较高深的学问，那我们就完全可以在沉思默想方面应付自如了。我在西部各地看到过从东部大学里出来的小伙子在牧场营地干活，可让人想不到的是，我发现他们受过的教育竟然成了他们的累赘。举个例子说吧，有一次在河边，安德鲁·麦克威廉斯的坐骑得了马蝇幼虫病，他们派了一辆四轮马车从十英里外请来了一位据说是植物学家的陌生人，结果那匹马最后还是死了。

一天早晨，艾达荷用木棍在一个小架子的顶上拨弄什么东西，那个架子很高，手根本够不着。最后，有两本书掉到地上。我正想起身去拿，但是看到了艾达荷的眼神，就没有动。这是一个星期以来，他第一次开口。

“不准碰！”他说，“尽管你只配和睡着了的泥乌龟为伴，但我还是跟你公平交易。你爹妈生养了你，给了你这样一个响尾蛇的脾气和一副冻萝卜的睡相，他们给你的恩惠都比不上我给你的大。我和你打一副七分纸牌，赢的人可以优先挑选一本，输的人只能拿剩下的一本。”

我们打了一局，艾达荷赢了。他先挑了他要的书，我拿了剩下的那本。然后我们俩回到各自的地方，开始看书。

我看到那本书时比看到一块十盎司重的天然金矿石还要快乐。艾达荷看着他那本书，也像小孩儿盯着棒棒糖一样。

我那本书有五英寸宽、六英寸长。书名是《赫基默必备知识手册》。我的看法也许不准确，但我认为这是有史以来最伟大的一本书。今天我还把这本书珍藏在身边。我把书里的东西搬出一点儿来，保准能在五分钟之内就把你或者随便什么人难倒五十次。别再提什么所罗门或是《纽约论坛报》了，赫基默比他们强多了！那个人肯定是花费了五十多年的时间，行走了上百万英里的路程，才收集到这么多材料的。书里记录了各个城市的人口数量，判断女孩年龄的方法，以及骆驼长了多少颗牙。它告诉你世界上哪一条隧道最长，天上有多少颗星星，水痘的潜伏期有多少天，上流社会淑女的脖子该有多粗多细，州长怎样行使否决权，罗马人的引水渠是什么时候修建的，每天喝三杯啤酒可以顶几磅大米的营养，缅因州奥古斯塔城的年平均温度是多少，使用条播机播一英亩胡萝卜需要多少种子，各种中毒的解救方法，金发女郎有多少根头发，如何储存鲜鸡蛋，全世界所有山峰的高度，所有战争和战役发生的日期，如何抢救溺水的人，如何抢救中暑的人，一磅大头针有多少个，如何制造炸药，如何养植花卉，如何整理床铺，医生来到之前应如何救护病人等等，诸如此类，应有尽有。也许还有赫基默所不知道的事情，不过我在那本书里没有发现。

我坐下来捧着书一连看了四个小时。教育的全部精华全都浓缩在那本书里了。我忘了大雪，忘了我和老艾达荷之间的别扭。他一动不动地坐在凳子上，津津有味地读着书，他那黄褐色的胡子里透出一种半是温和半是神秘的神色。

“艾达荷，”我问道，“你看的那本是什么书啊？”

艾达荷一定也忘了我们之间发生的不愉快，因为他竟回答得态度温和，既没有故意诋毁，也没有任何恶意。

“哦，”他说，“这本书好像是一个叫荷马·K．M的人写的。”

“荷马·K．M后面的姓是什么？”我问道。

“嗯，就只有荷马·K．M。”他说。

“一派胡言，”我觉得艾达荷在骗我，不禁有点冒火，“哪有人写书用缩写字母署名的。总得有个姓呀，要么是荷马·K．M.斯普恩戴克，要么就是荷马·K．M．麦克斯温尼，或者是荷马·K．M.琼斯。你干吗不像正常人那样，非要像一头小牛咬掉晾衣绳上挂着的衬衫的下摆那样，把他姓名的后半截咬掉呢？”

“我都是实事求是，桑德。”艾达荷心平气和地说，“这是一本诗集，”他说，“荷马·K．M写的。起初我还看不出个所以然，可是读着读着，就像找到了矿脉一样。即使有人拿两条红毯子来和我换这本书，我都不同意。”

“那你请便吧，”我说，“我需要的是可以让人开动脑筋的、对事实公正客观的陈述。我抽到的这本书里好像就有这些内容。”

“你得到的只是一些统计数字，”艾达荷说，“那是世界上最浅显的学问，它们会毒害你的大脑。我还是喜欢老K．M的推测方式。他似乎是一个葡萄酒的代理商。他干杯时的祝辞总是‘闲来无事’，而且好像总是愤世嫉俗，只不过他常常借酒浇愁，即便是他最厉害的抱怨，听起来也像是在邀请友人共饮一夸脱美酒。总之，太有诗意了。”艾达荷说，“你看的那本妄图用尺寸来衡量智慧的书，我都不屑一顾。凡是在用自然的艺术来阐释哲学本质的时候，老K．M在任何方面都胜过你那本书的作者——不论是按常规的步骤，还是把知识和数字整理成一行行，一段段，一盒盒，或是年平均降雨量。”

我和艾达荷就是这样混日子的。不论白天还是黑夜，我们唯一的乐趣就是读书。那次大风雪无疑使我们两人都增长了不少学识。到了积雪融化的时候，要是你突然走到我面前问我：“桑德森·普拉特，如果想用铁皮铺屋顶，铁皮的尺寸是二十乘二十八，价钱是九块五毛钱一箱，那么，铺一平方英尺要花多少钱？”我的答案便会脱口而出，就像闪电能在铁铲把上以每秒钟十九万两千英里的速度传导一样快。这世界上又有多少人能有这样的本事呢？你可以在夜深人静的时候叫醒你所认识的任何一个人，让他马上回答，人体除了牙齿之外一共有多少块骨头，或者内布拉斯加州议会投票要达到百分之多少才能推翻一项否决案，有人能回答得了吗？试试吧。

至于艾达荷从他那本诗集里得到了多少益处，我就不太清楚了。尽管艾达荷一开口就替那个葡萄酒代理商吹嘘，但我却觉得他可能获益不多。

从艾达荷嘴里透露出来的那个荷马·K．M的诗歌看来，我觉得那家伙像是一条狗，把生活当做拴在尾巴上的铁皮罐，他跑得筋疲力尽之后，坐下来，伸出舌头，看看铁罐说：“哦，好吧，我们既然甩不掉这只铁罐，不如到街角的酒店里去灌满它，让大家为我干一杯吧。”

此外，他好像还是个波斯人，除了土耳其毡毯和马耳他猫，我还从没听说过波斯出产过什么值得一提的东西。

那年春天，我和艾达荷找到了一个有利可图的金矿。我们有个习惯，就是一找到金矿就马上出手，这样可以快速周转。我们出让了采矿权，每人分到了八千美元。然后我们漫无目的地来到了萨蒙河畔的一个叫做罗萨的小城，打算休息调整一下，吃些常人吃的东西，刮掉胡子。

罗萨不是矿镇。它坐落在山谷里，就像所有乡间小城一样，远离喧嚣和疾病，近郊蜿蜒着一条三英里长的电车线。整整一个星期，我和艾达荷白天坐着“咯吱咯吱”响的电车转悠，晚上回到夕阳美景旅馆休息。如今我们见多识广，又读过书，自然就成了罗萨城里上流社交活动的成员，经常被邀请出席当地最奢华的招待晚会。有一次，市政厅举行为消防队募捐的钢琴独奏会和吃鹌鹑比赛，我和艾达荷第一次见到了罗萨社交界的皇后——德·奥蒙德·桑普森夫人。

桑普森夫人是个寡妇，她拥有镇上唯一一幢二层小楼。那栋房子被漆成了黄色，不管从哪一个方向看去都非常显眼，就像星期五斋戒日爱尔兰人胡子上沾的蛋黄那样引人注目。除了我和爱达荷之外，光是罗萨镇上，就还有二十二个男人想把那幢黄色的楼房据为己有。

乐谱和吃剩的鹌鹑骨头被清扫出市政厅后，这里举行了舞会。舞会上有二十三个追求者争先恐后地去请桑普森夫人跳舞。我避开了两步舞，请求她允许我送她回家。凭借这一着，我占得先机。

在回家的路上，她说：“今晚的星星是不是特别美丽，特别明亮呢，普拉特先生？”

“就拿你看到的这些星星来说，”我回答道，“它们都卖足了力气发光。你看到的那颗大星星离咱们这里有六百六十亿英里远。它的光线要花三十六年才能传到我们这里。你用十八英尺长的天文望远镜可以观测到四千三百万颗星星，包括亮度为十三等的星。假如现在有一颗十三等星殒灭了，在今后两千七百年里，你仍旧可以看到它发出的光。”

“哎呀！”桑普森夫人说，“我以前从没听过这些事情。天气太热了！我跳舞跳得太多，全身都被汗水浸湿了。”

“这个现象很容易解释，”我说，“要知道，你身上有两百万个汗腺在同时分泌汗液。每根汗腺有四分之一英寸长。假如把它们首尾相接，全长将达到七英里。”

“天哪！”桑普森夫人说，“听你说的，人身上的汗腺简直就像是一条灌溉水渠，普拉特先生。你是从哪儿学到这么多知识的？”

“从观察中得来的，桑普森夫人，”我对她说，“我周游世界的时候总爱洞悉一切。”

“普拉特先生，”她说，“我一向敬重学识渊博的人。在这个镇上，愚昧无知者和街头恶棍倒是大有人在，而满腹经纶的人实在是凤毛麟角。因此，能同一位有修养的绅士交谈真是十分荣幸。只要您愿意，您可以随时光临寒舍，我非常欢迎。”

这么一来，我就赢得了黄色小楼女主人的好感。每星期二和星期五的晚上，我都到她家去，把赫基默发现的、编制的和引用的宇宙间的奥秘讲给她听。因此，艾达荷和镇上其余的路德教派的教友们只能在剩下的几天里分秒必争了。

出乎我意料之外的是，艾达荷竟会把老K．M追求女人的那一套应用到桑普森夫人身上。那是在一天下午，我去给她送一篮野李子时，在半路碰见了她，她正在一条通向她家的小径上。她双眼冒火，帽子歪歪斜斜地戴着，遮住了一只眼睛。

“普拉特先生，”她开口说，“我想那位格林先生大概是你的朋友吧。”

“我们已经有九年的交情了。”我说。

“跟他绝交。”她说，“他不是什么正经人！”

“怎么啦，夫人，”我说，“他就是个普通的山里人，尽管他性情粗鲁，喜欢撒谎，惯于挥霍，有一些缺点，但在关键时刻，我还是不忍心说他是个不正派的人。也许他平日里自命不凡，喜欢卖弄，穿着打扮也让人看着不顺眼，但是夫人，我知道他不会存心做出卑鄙的行径。我和艾达荷做了九年的朋友，桑普森夫人，”我在结尾时说，“我不愿意说他的坏话，也不愿意听到别人说他的坏话。”

“普拉特先生，”桑普森夫人说，“你这样为朋友辩护，也有道理。但是这改变不了这样一个事实：他图谋不轨，对我做出了这种事情，这对任何一位有身份的女人来说，都是莫大的侮辱。”

“哎呀呀！”我说，“老艾达荷竟会干出这种事来！这是我无论如何也想不到的。别的事情我不知道，但有一件事他一直在心里捣鼓，那都是因为那场风雪的缘故。有一次，我们被大雪封在山里，他被一本胡说八道却煞有介事的诗集迷住了，那也许使他的道德沦丧了。”

“一定是这样。”桑普森夫人说，“自从我认识他以后，他就没完没了地给我念亵渎神明的诗句。他说那些诗是一个叫什么鲁比·奥特的人写的，从她的诗来判断，就知道那个女诗人肯定不是个好东西。”

“这么说，艾达荷肯定又弄到了一本新书，”我说，“据我所知，他以前那本是一个笔名叫做K．M的男人写的。”

“不管什么书，”桑普森夫人说，“他还是守着原来的那本为好。今天他简直到了肆无忌惮的地步。他送给我一束鲜花，上面还附着一张纸条。普拉特先生，你总能分辨出谁是上流女人，并且，你也知道我在罗萨城社交界的名声。请你想想看，我会不会带着一大壶酒和一个长面包，跟着一个男人溜进外面的树林子里，同他在树荫底下饮酒唱歌，又蹦又跳的？我平时吃饭的时候确实也会喝一点葡萄酒，但我决不会像他说的那样，带上一大壶酒到树林里去胡闹一通的。当然啦，他还要带上他那本诗集。他说过要带着。让他一个人去品尝那种丢人现眼的野餐吧！不然的话，让他带了他的鲁比·奥特一起去。我想她是不会反对的，除非带的面包太多了。普拉特先生，现在你对你这位正派的朋友还有什么可说的吗？”

“哦，夫人，”我说，“艾达荷的邀请并没有恶意，也许只是出自几分诗情。也许这是他们所谓的象征性的诗。虽然它们是触犯法律和秩序的，不过还是允许邮递的，因为纸上写的和想的不是一回事。如果您能海涵，不责怪艾达荷，我就代他向您表示感谢了，”我说，“现在，还是让我们的心灵从低级的诗歌里解脱出来，升华到事实和想象的高级领域之中吧。在这样一个美丽的下午，桑普森夫人，”我接着说，“我们应该让我们的思想也与美景相呼应。尽管这里非常暖和，可是我们应该知道，位于赤道上海拔一万五千英尺的地方还是终年积雪。纬度四十至四十九度之间的地区，雪线就只有四千至九千英尺的高度了。”

“哦，普拉特先生，”桑普森夫人说，“听了鲁比·奥特那个风骚女子令人不爽的歪诗之后，再听到你讲的这些美妙的事实，可真开心！”

“我们在路边这段木头上坐下吧，”我说，“别去想诗人那些不通人情、放荡下流的诗歌了。只有在言之凿凿的事实和合法的度量衡的辉煌数字里，我们才能找到美妙的东西。在我们所坐的这段木头里，桑普森夫人，”我说，“就有着比任何诗篇都更令人叹服的统计数字。木头的年轮显示这棵树的树龄是六十年。如果在两千英尺深的地下，经过三千年，它就会变成煤。世界上最深的煤矿位于纽卡斯尔附近的基林沃斯。一只四英尺长、三英尺宽、二英尺八高的箱子可以装一吨煤。假如割破了动脉，应该立刻按住伤口的上方。人的腿有三十块骨头。伦敦塔曾于一八四一年遭遇火灾。”

“接着说下去，普拉特先生，”桑普森夫人说，“这种话真是新颖独特，听着就叫人舒服。我想不出会有什么东西比统计数字更可爱了。”

不过在两星期之后，我才得到了赫基默给我的全部好处。

一天夜里，我被人们“失火啦”的叫嚷音惊醒。我跳下床，穿好衣服，跑出旅馆去看热闹。当我发现失火的正是桑普森夫人的房屋时，我大叫一声，两分钟内就赶到了现场。

那幢黄房子的底层浓烟滚滚，烈焰熊熊。罗萨城所有男男女女都围拢在一起，一边高声喊叫，一边妨碍消防队员救火，连狗也都凑了过来。我看到艾达荷想从阻拦他的六名消防员中挣脱出来。他们对他说，楼下已经是一片火海，谁冲进去都休想活着出来。

“桑普森夫人怎么样？”我问道。

“没看见她。”一个消防队员说，“她的卧室在楼上。我们想进去，可是没有办法，我们队里还没有云梯。”

我跑近大火旁，借着光亮，从贴身的口袋里掏出那本手册，我把那本书拿在手里，差点没笑出声来，我想当时一定是紧张过度，昏了头。

“赫基默，老朋友，”我一面拼命翻，一面对着书本说，“你还从来没有骗过我，你还没有让我失望过。告诉我该怎么办，老朋友，告诉我该怎么办！”我说。

我翻到一百一十七页，“遇到意外事件该如何处理”。我用手指顺着找下去，果然找到了。老赫基默真了不起，他从没有任何疏漏！书上写着：







吸入烟气或煤气而引起的窒息——用亚麻籽最佳。取数粒置于外眼角内即可。








我把手册塞回口袋，抓住一个正从我身边跑过的小孩。

“喂，”我给了他一些钱，说道，“赶快到药房买一块钱的亚麻籽。要快，剩下的一块钱就归你了。喂，”我冲着人群嚷道，“我们要去救桑普森夫人呀！”说着，我就脱掉了上衣和帽子。

四个消防队员和市民拉住了我。他们说，进去准会送命，因为楼板眼看就要烧塌了。

“可恶！”我嚷了起来，有点想笑，可是笑不出来，“没有眼睛叫我把亚麻籽放到哪儿去呀？”

我用胳臂肘撞在两个消防队员的脸上，用脚踢破了一个市民小腿的皮，又使了一个绊子，把另一个摔倒在地。紧接着，我冲进了房子。假如我比你们先死，我一定会写信告诉你们，待在地狱里是不是比在那幢黄色的小楼里更难熬。现在你们可别相信我的话。总之，我比饭馆里快速烧烤的烤鸡烤得更糊。火烤烟熏让我两次晕倒在地，差点儿丢尽了赫基默的脸。幸好消防队员用细水龙头缓解了火势，帮了我的大忙，让我总算冲进了桑普森夫人的卧室。她已经被烟熏得失去了知觉，于是我用床单把她裹好，往肩上一扛。楼板并不像他们所说的那样糟，否则，我绝对干不成——连想都别想。

我扛着她，一口气跑到离房子五十码远的地方，然后把她平放在草坪上。接着，这位夫人另外二十二个追求者当然也拿着盛满水的铁皮桶过来了，准备救她。这时候，去买亚麻籽的小孩也跑了回来。

我揭开裹在桑普森夫人头上的床单。她睁开眼睛说：“是你吗，普拉特先生？”

“嘘——”我说，“别出声，我先给你上了药再说。”

我用胳臂轻轻托住她的脖子，缓缓扶起她的头，用另一只手扯开装着亚麻籽的口袋，不慌不忙地弯下身子，在她外眼角里放了三四粒亚麻籽。

这时，镇上的医生也赶来了，他气喘吁吁，一边抓着桑普森太太的手腕试脉搏，一边问我这样胡搞一通是什么意思。

“嗯，陈年的球根喇叭和耶路撒冷橡树籽，”我说，“我不是正式的医师，不过我可以给你看看我这样治疗的依据。”

他们拿来了我的上衣，我从里面掏出手册。

“请看一百一十七页，”我说，“那上面就讲到如何救治因吸入烟雾或煤气而引起的窒息。书上写着呢，把亚麻籽放在外眼角即可。我不知亚麻籽的作用是解除烟毒呢，还是促进复合胃神经的机能，不过赫基默是这样说的，并且他是先被请来诊治的。如果你要会诊，我也不反对。”

老医生拿起手册，戴上眼镜，凑着消防队员提的灯看了起来。

“哎，普拉特先生，”他说，“你在诊断的过程中显然看串了行。解救窒息的办法是：‘尽快将病人移至新鲜空气中，并让其平躺。’用亚麻籽是治疗‘灰尘进了眼睛’，它在上面一行。不过，毕竟……”

“听我说，”桑普森太太插了话，“在这次会诊中，我想我也有话要说。那些亚麻籽的疗效比我试过的任何东西都好。”她抬起头，又枕在我的手臂上，接着说，“在另一个眼睛里也放一点，亲爱的桑德。”

如果你明天或者以后随便什么时候在罗萨城歇歇脚的话，你一定会看到一幢新盖的雅致的黄色楼房，普拉特夫人——也就是以前的桑普森夫人——正在收拾它，装点它。如果你走进房子，你一定会看到客厅当中大理石面的桌子上，放着那本《赫基默必备知识手册》。它用红色摩洛哥皮面重新装订过，以便让人们随时查阅任何有关人类幸福和智慧的内容。




钟　　摆



“第八十一街——请让他们下车。”穿着蓝色制服的牧羊人高声叫道。

一群市民就像绵羊一样争先恐后地挤出了车门，另一群市民也像绵羊一样争先恐后地挤上了车。叮当——叮当！曼哈顿高架铁道上运输牲口的车“咔嗒咔嗒”地开走了。约翰·帕金斯跟随着这伙从车厢中释放出来的羊群，挤在人潮中，走下了火车站的台阶。

约翰慢悠悠地走向自己的公寓。他走得很慢，因为在他日常生活的词典中，不存在“或许”这类的字眼。对一个已经结婚两年、生活在一套公寓里的男人来说，没有什么事情能算得上意外惊喜，值得他期待。怀着忧郁无聊而又玩世不恭的心情，约翰·帕金斯一边走，一边自我预言着早已成定局的单调生活。

凯蒂将等在门口，用一个热吻来迎接他，吻里还带着雪花膏和奶油糖果的味道。他将脱掉外衣，坐在一张简易拼装的长沙发上阅读晚报，报社的排字机可真是够戗，残杀了不少俄罗斯人和日本人
 

(1)



 。晚饭会有一锅炖肉、一盘沙拉，其中还加入了“保证不会损害皮革”
 

(2)



 的调料，以及炖大黄，还有一瓶草莓果酱——瓶身上的标牌大言不惭地注明用料纯净，果酱都为此脸红了。吃过晚饭，凯蒂会给他看碎布料缝制的被子上的新补丁，那补丁料子还是送冰的人从自己的活结领带底端剪下来给她的。到了七点半，他们会把报纸铺在家具上，用来接从天花板上掉下来的灰泥碎屑，因为那个时候，他们楼上住着的胖子要开始做健身操了。八点整时，住在过道对面房间里的希基和穆尼——这个从来没有人邀请参加演出的歌舞杂耍组合，会带着醉意胡言乱语，开始幻想哈默斯坦
 

(3)



 主动找上门来，拿着一份周薪五百美元的合同紧追不舍。于是他们在屋子里兴奋狂欢，掀翻椅子。接着，通风井对面的那位先生会拿出长笛，到窗前吹奏；每晚都会泄漏的煤气也偷偷溜到大街上嬉戏；楼层间运送食品的小型升降机会从架空滑轮滑出；公寓的守门人会再一次把柴诺维茨基太太的五个小孩赶过鸭绿江
 

(4)



 ；那位穿着香槟色鞋子的女士，会带着她那条长毛猎狗，轻快地走下楼梯，在她的门铃和信箱上面贴上她星期四使用的名字——弗洛格摩尔公寓每天晚上的例行事务就这样按部就班地进行着。

约翰·帕金斯知道这些事情都会一一发生。而且，他还知道，八点一刻的时候，他就会打起精神，伸手去拿帽子，而他太太则会以抱怨的语调唠叨一番：

“现在，我倒想知道你要到哪儿去啊，约翰·帕金斯？”

“我想去麦克柯洛斯基那儿去，”他将这样回答，“跟那些家伙切几局台球。”

最近一段时间，打台球成了约翰·帕金斯的习惯，他每天晚上都要玩到十点或十一点才回家。有时凯蒂已经睡了；有时她会一直等着，随时准备在她愤怒的坩埚里把婚姻的纯钢锁链再熔化一点儿镀层。有朝一日，爱神丘比特与他住在弗洛格摩尔公寓的受害者一起站到道义的法庭上时，约翰·帕金斯必须为这些事情负责。

今天晚上，约翰·帕金斯走到门前时，他平凡的生活遭遇了前所未有的惊天剧变。没有凯蒂那个带着奶油糖果味道的热情的吻。三个房间看上去都是一片不详的混乱。她的衣物胡乱地散落在各处，鞋子扔在地板中央，卷发钳、带蝴蝶结的发带、睡衣、化妆盒都乱七八糟地堆在椅子和梳妆台上——这可不是凯蒂往日的作风。他看到梳子齿上还留着她卷曲的棕色头发，心头不由得一沉。她一定是处于某种异乎寻常的焦急与慌乱之中，因为她一向会把这些梳头时掉落的头发小心翼翼地收进壁炉架上那个蓝色的小瓶子里，等积攒够了就能编织成令人心动的女用发垫。

煤气管的喷嘴上，一张折好的纸条被绳子吊了起来，非常醒目。约翰一把抓了过来。那是他太太留给他的便条，上面写着：






亲爱的约翰：




我刚刚接到电报，说我妈妈病得很重。我要搭乘四点三十分的火车。我哥哥山姆会到那边的车站接我。冰箱里还有冻羊肉。我希望这次她不是扁桃腺炎复发。记得要付给送奶工人五十美分。去年春天她就得过这病，而且病得很重。关于煤气表的事别忘了给煤气公司写信。你洗好的袜子放在最上面的抽屉里。明天我再给你写信。









凯蒂草就






他们结婚两年来，他还从来没有和凯蒂分开过一个晚上。约翰目光呆滞地把字条读了一遍又一遍。他一成不变的生活出现了波折，这让他顿时不知所措。

她做饭时总穿在身上的红底黑点的宽松外衣，现在正松松垮垮地搭在椅背上。她日常穿的衣服也都在情急之间被东一件、西一件地扔得到处都是。一小纸袋她最爱吃的奶油糖果被丢在那里，袋口都没有打开。一份日报散放在地板上，上面印着火车时刻表的地方被剪去了，留下一个四四方方的口子，像张开的大嘴。屋子里的每一样东西都在述说着一种缺憾，好像失去了元气，这些物品的生命和灵魂也都已经分离。约翰·帕金斯站在这堆毫无生气的遗留物中间，心里不由得生起一种难以名状的凄凉与哀伤。

他开始收拾屋子，尽其所能地把屋子收拾干净。他碰到她的衣物时，某种类似恐惧的感觉悄悄掠过心头。他还从来没有想过，生活中没有了凯蒂，一切将会变成什么样子。她已经完完全全融入了他的生活，就像他呼吸的空气——时刻都不能缺少，但又难以察觉。现在，在没有预先通知的情况下，她突然走了，消失得无影无踪，仿佛她从来不曾存在过一样。当然，这种状况持续不了几天，最多不过一两个星期而已，但对他而言，死神的手似乎已经伸出，威胁着他安全无虞、宁静和谐的家庭。

约翰从冰箱里取出冻羊肉，煮好咖啡，坐了下来，面对草莓果酱保证用料纯净的标牌，孤独地吃着一个人的晚餐。天降的福祉已经消退不见了，眼前的炖肉和加入了鞋油一样的棕色调料的沙拉，都成了他逝去的幸福中唯一值得回忆的幻影。他的家庭已经四分五裂。一个扁桃腺脓肿的丈母娘把他的家庭守护神赶到了九霄云外。吃过这顿冷冷清清的晚饭后，约翰在一扇临街的窗户前坐了下来。

他连抽烟的心情都没有了。窗外的城市，灯光璀璨，一片喧嚣，召唤着他加入放荡而愉悦的舞蹈。这个夜晚是属于他的。他可以不受任何盘问，放心大胆地出门，可以像放荡的单身贵族一样自由自在，无拘无束地拨弄着寻欢作乐的琴弦。他可以随心所欲，开怀畅饮，通宵达旦地尽情玩乐，而且，不会有凯蒂在怒气冲冲地等着他，夺走给他带来欢乐的酒杯。只要他愿意，他可以和那帮狐朋狗友到麦克柯洛斯基家里去打台球，直到玩到曙光女神的光辉使电灯泡的光芒暗淡昏黄。每当他对弗洛格摩尔公寓里的生活感到了厌倦的时候，他总觉得婚姻是束缚它的绳索。现在，绳索松开了，凯蒂不在了。

约翰·帕金斯并不习惯对自己的情感进行分析。然而，当他坐在那间没有了凯蒂的十英尺宽、十二英尺长的客厅里时，他一下子找到了使他坐立不安的主要原因。他现在知道，对于他的幸福而言，凯蒂是不可或缺的。日复一日、单调枯燥的家庭生活使得他对凯蒂的感情被消磨得麻木迟钝，如今，她突然离去，却把他的感情唤醒了。谚语、布道和寓言不早就喋喋不休地劝导我们：等到歌喉甜美的鸟儿飞走了，我们才会感到它歌声的可贵——或者，其他同样辞藻华丽而意义真切的话语，不也都说明了这个道理吗？

“我真是个浑蛋加笨蛋，”约翰·帕金斯心中暗自埋怨道，“过去我一直是那样对待凯蒂的。我每天晚上都要出去打台球，还跟那帮狐朋狗友鬼混，而不肯待在家里好好陪她。可怜的姑娘，总是一个人留在家里，身边没人陪伴，形单影只，而我呢，又是那样对她。约翰·帕金斯，你真是个自以为是的大坏蛋。我一定要补偿我最爱的姑娘。我要带她出去，让她也高兴高兴。从现在起，我要跟麦克柯洛斯基那伙人一刀两断，不再来往。”

是啊，窗外这个喧嚣的城市在召唤着约翰·帕金斯跟随着莫摩斯酣畅起舞。在麦克柯洛斯基家里，他那帮朋友还在懒洋洋地玩着把台球撞进袋子里的游戏，悠闲地打发着夜间的时光。但是，无论是窗外的灯红酒绿，还是台球落袋的“咔嗒”声，现在都引诱不了帕金斯遭遇离弃的灵魂。妻子不在的痛楚使他悔恨不已，那曾经属于他、他却不曾珍惜的东西，已经离他而去了。现在，他是多么渴望着这种东西啊。很久很久以前，一个名为亚当的男人，被天使从果园里赶了出来，这与此时懊恼不已的帕金斯多么相似啊！

约翰·帕金斯右手边有一把椅子。椅背上搭着凯蒂那件蓝色的衬衫式连衣裙，裙子还依稀保留着她的身形轮廓。衣袖的中部有些细细的褶皱，那是她为了使他舒适与愉快而辛勤挥臂时留下的印记，上面还散发着淡淡的风铃草的幽香。约翰拿起它，认真地、久久地注视着这件无法给出任何反应的薄纱衣服——凯蒂从来不会没有任何反应。泪水——没错，就是泪水——盈满了约翰·帕金斯的眼眶。她回来之后，一切都会有所不同，他要弥补他从前所有的疏忽。没有了她，生活又有什么意义呢？

忽然，房门打开了，凯蒂手里拎着一只小手提包走了进来。约翰傻傻地盯着她看。

“哎呀！回到家里真高兴，”凯蒂说，“我妈妈病得并不重。山姆在车站接我，说她只是轻微地发作了一下，他们发完电报之后，她很快就没事了。因此我就搭了下一班车回来了。现在，我想喝杯咖啡，想得要死了。”

在弗洛格摩尔公寓的三楼正面的房间里，当生活的机器又“嗡嗡”作响，一切恢复到原来的秩序时，没有人听到齿轮转动的“咔咔”声响。原来有一条传动带滑脱，一根弹簧被碰歪了，现在齿轮一经调整，所有的轮子又沿着原先的轨道运转起来了。

约翰·帕金斯看了看钟，正好是八点一刻，他伸手去拿帽子，然后向门口走去。

“现在，我倒想知道你要到哪儿去啊，约翰·帕金斯？”他太太用抱怨的语调问道。

“我想去麦克柯洛斯基那儿去，”约翰回答道，“跟那些家伙切几局台球。”





————————————————————




(1)

  指1904-1905年的日俄战争。





(2)

  这原本是鞋油的广告用语。





(3)

  哈默斯坦：奥斯卡·哈默斯坦，作曲家，创办了曼哈顿歌剧院。





(4)

  “把柴诺维茨基太太的五个小孩赶过鸭绿江”：日俄战争时期，鸭绿江畔曾有激烈战争。柴考维茨基是俄罗斯人的姓，“公寓守门人”英文为“janltor”，与“日本人”（Japanese）首字母相同。





The Gift of the Magi



One dollar and eighty-seven cents. That was all. And sixty cents of it was in pennies. Pennies saved one and two at a time by bulldozing the grocer and the vegetable man and the butcher until one's cheeks burned with the silent imputation of parsimony that such close dealing implied. Three times Della counted it. One dollar and eighty-seven cents. And the next day would be Christmas.

There was clearly nothing to do but flop down on the shabby little couch and howl. So Della did it, which instigates the moral reflection that life is made up of sobs, sniffles, and smiles, with sniffles predominating.

While the mistress of the home is gradually subsiding from the first stage to the second, take a look at the home. A furnished flat at $8 per week. It did not exactly beggar description, but it certainly had that word on the lookout for the mendicancy squad. In the vestibule below was a letter-box into which no letter would go, and an electric button from which no mortal finger could coax a ring. Also appertaining thereunto was a card bearing the name "Mr. James Dillingham Young." The "Dillingham" had been flung to the breeze during a former period of prosperity when its possessor was being paid $30 per week. Now, when the income was shrunk to $20, the letters of "Dillingham" looked blurred, as though they were thinking seriously of contracting to a modest and unassuming D. But whenever Mr. James Dillingham Young came home and reached his flat above he was called "Jim" and greatly hugged by Mrs. James Dillingham Young, already introduced to you as Della, which is all very good.

Della finished her cry and attended to her cheeks with the powder rag. She stood by the window and looked out dully at a grey cat walking a grey fence in a grey backyard. Tomorrow would be Christmas Day, and she had only $1.87 with which to buy Jim a present. She had been saving every penny she could for months, with this result. Twenty dollars a week doesn't go far. Expenses had been greater than she had calculated. They always are. Only $1.87 to buy a present for Jim. Her Jim. Many a happy hour she had spent planning for something nice for him. Something fine and rare and sterling— something just a little bit near to being worthy of the honor of being owned by Jim.

There was a pier glass between the windows of the room. Perhaps you have seen a pier glass in an $8 flat. A very thin and very agile person may, by observing his reflection in a rapid sequence of longitudinal strips, obtain a fairly accurate conception of his looks. Della, being slender, had mastered the art.

Suddenly she whirled from the window and stood before the glass. Her eyes were shining brilliantly, but her face had lost its color within twenty seconds. Rapidly she pulled down her hair and let it fall to its full length.

Now, there were two possessions of the James Dillingham Youngs in which they both took a mighty pride. One was Jim's gold watch that had been his father's and his grandfather's. The other was Della's hair. Had the Queen of Sheba lived in the flat across the airshaft, Della would have let her hair hang out the window some day to dry just to depreciate Her Majesty's jewels and gifts. Had King Solomon been the janitor, with all his treasures piled up in the basement, Jim would have pulled out his watch every time he passed, just to see him pluck at his beard from envy.

So now Della's beautiful hair fell about her, rippling and shining like a cascade of brown waters. It reached below her knee and made itself almost a garment for her. And then she did it up again nervously and quickly. Once she faltered for a minute and stood still while a tear or two splashed on the worn red carpet.

On went her old brown jacket; on went her old brown hat. With a whirl of skirts and with the brilliant sparkle still in her eyes, she fluttered out the door and down the stairs to the street.

Where she stopped the sign read: "Mme. Sofronie. Hair Goods of All Kinds." One flight up Della ran, and collected herself, panting.

Madame, large, too white, chilly, hardly looked the "Sofronie."

"Will you buy my hair?" asked Della.

"I buy hair," said Madame. "Take yer hat off and let's have a sight at the looks of it."

Down rippled the brown cascade. "Twenty dollars," said Madame, lifting the mass with a practiced hand.

"Give it to me quick," said Della.

Oh, and the next two hours tripped by on rosy wings. Forget the hashed metaphor. She was ransacking the stores for Jim's present.

She found it at last. It surely had been made for Jim and no one else. There was no other like it in any of the stores, and she had turned all of them inside out. It was a platinum fob chain simple and chaste in design, properly proclaiming its value by substance alone and not by meretricious ornamentation—as all good things should do. It was even worthy of The Watch. As soon as she saw it she that it must be Jim's. It was like him. Quietness and value— the description applied to both. Twenty—one dollars they took from her for it, and she hurried home with the 87 cents. With that chain on his watch Jim might be properly anxious about the time in any company. Grand as the watch was, he sometimes looked at it on the sly on account of the old leather strap that he used in place of a chain.

When Della reached home her intoxication gave way a little to prudence and reason. She got out her curling irons and lighted the gas and went to work repairing the ravages made by generosity added to love. Which is always a tremendous task, dear friends—a mammoth task.

Within forty minutes her head was covered with tiny, close—lying curls that made her look wonderfully like a truant schoolboy. She looked at her reflection in the mirror long, carefully, and critically.

"If Jim doesn't kill me," she said to herself, "before he takes a second look at me, he'll say I look like a Coney Island chorus girl. But what could I do—oh! What could I do with a dollar and eighty— seven cents?"

At 7 o'clock the coffee was made and the frying—pan was on the back of the stove hot and ready to cook the chops.

Jim was never late. Della doubled the fob chain in her hand and sat on the corner of the table near the door that he always entered. Then she heard his step on the stair away down on the first flight, and she turned white for just a moment. She had a habit for saying little silent prayers about the simplest everyday things, and now she whispered: "Please God, make him think I am still pretty."

The door opened and Jim stepped in and closed it. He looked thin and very serious. Poor fellow, he was only twenty—two—and to be burdened with a family! He needed a new overcoat and he was without gloves.

Jim stopped inside the door, as immovable as a setter at the scent of quail. His eyes were fixed upon Della, and there was an expression in them that she could not read, and it terrified her. It was not anger, nor surprise, nor disapproval, nor horror, nor any of the sentiments that she had been prepared for. He simply stared at her fixedly with that peculiar expression on his face.

Della wriggled off the table and went for him.

"Jim, darling," she cried, "don't look at me that way. I had my hair cut off and sold because I couldn't have lived through Christmas without giving you a present. It'll grow out again—you won't mind, will you? I just had to do it. My hair grows awfully fast. Say 'Merry Christmas!' Jim, and let's be happy. You don't know what a nice—what a beautiful, nice gift I've got for you."

"You've cut off your hair?" asked Jim, laboriously, as if he had not arrived at that patent fact yet even after the hardest mental labor.

"Cut it off and sold it," said Della. "Don't you like me just as well, anyhow? I'm me without my hair, ain't I?"

Jim looked about the room curiously.

"You say your hair is gone?" he said, with an air almost of idiocy.

"You needn't look for it," said Della. "It's sold, I tell you—sold and gone, too. It's Christmas Eve, boy. Be good to me, for it went for you. Maybe the hairs of my head were numbered," she went on with sudden serious sweetness, "but nobody could ever count my love for you. Shall I put the chops on, Jim?"

Out of his trance Jim seemed quickly to wake. He enfolded his Della. For ten seconds let us regard with discreet scrutiny some inconsequential object in the other direction. Eight dollars a week or a million a year— what is the difference? A mathematician or a wit would give you the wrong answer. The magi brought valuable gifts, but that was not among them. This dark assertion will be illuminated later on.

Jim drew a package from his overcoat pocket and threw it upon the table.

"Don't make any mistake, Dell," he said, "about me. I don't think there's anything in the way of a haircut or a shave or a shampoo that could make me like my girl any less. But if you'll unwrap that package you may see why you had me going a while at first."

White fingers and nimble tore at the string and paper. And then an ecstatic scream of joy; and then, alas! A quick feminine change to hysterical tears and wails, necessitating the immediate employment of all the comforting powers of the lord of the flat.

For there lay The Combs—the set of combs, side and back, that Della had worshipped long in a Broadway window. Beautiful combs, pure tortoise shell, with jeweled rims—just the shade to wear in the beautiful vanished hair. They were expensive combs, she knew, and her heart had simply craved and yearned over them without the least hope of possession. And now, they were hers, but the tresses that should have adorned the coveted adornments were gone.

But she hugged them to her bosom, and at length she was able to look up with dim eyes and a smile and say: "My hair grows so fast, Jim!"

And them Della leaped up like a little singed cat and cried, "Oh, oh!"

Jim had not yet seen his beautiful present. She held it out to him eagerly upon her open palm. The dull precious metal seemed to flash with a reflection of her bright and ardent spirit.

"Isn't it a dandy, Jim? I hunted all over town to find it. You'll have to look at the time a hundred times a day now. Give me your watch. I want to see how it looks on it."

Instead of obeying, Jim tumbled down on the couch and put his hands under the back of his head and smiled.

"Dell," said he, "let's put our Christmas presents away and keep 'em a while. They're too nice to use just at present. I sold the watch to get the money to buy your combs. And now suppose you put the chops on."

The Magi, as you know, were wise men—wonderfully wise men— who brought gifts to the Babe in the manger. They invented the art of giving Christmas presents. Being wise, their gifts were no doubt wise ones, possibly bearing the privilege of exchange in case of duplication. And here I have lamely related to you the uneventful chronicle of two foolish children in a flat who most unwisely sacrificed for each other the greatest treasures of their house. But in a last word to the wise of these days let it be said that of all who give gifts these two were the wisest. Of all who give and receive gifts, such as they are wisest. Everywhere they are wisest. They are the Magi.




The Chair of Philanthromathematics



"I see that the cause of Education has received the princely gift of more than fifty millions of dollars," said I.

I was gleaning the stray items from the evening papers while Jeff Peters packed his briar pipe with plug cut.

"Which same," said Jeff, "calls for a new deck, and a recitation by the entire class in philanthromathematics."

"Is that an allusion?" I asked.

"It is," said Jeff. "I never told you about the time when me and Andy Tucker was philanthropists, did I? It was eight years ago in Arizona. Andy and me was out in the Gila Mountains with a two—horse wagon prospecting for silver. We struck it, and sold out to parties in Tucson for $25,000. They paid our check at the bank in silver—a thousand dollars in a sack. We loaded it in our wagon and drove east a hundred miles before we recovered our presence of intellect. Twenty—five thousand dollars doesn't sound like so much when you're reading the annual report of the Pennsylvania Railroad or listening to an actor talking about his salary; but when you can raise up a wagon sheet and kick around your bootheel and hear every one of 'em ring against another it makes you feel like you was a night—and—day bank with the clock striking twelve.

"The third day out we drove into one of the most specious and tidy little towns that Nature or Rand and McNally ever turned out. It was in the foothills, and mitigated with trees and flowers and about 2,000 head of cordial and dilatory inhabitants. The town seemed to be called Floresville, and Nature had not contaminated it with many railroads, fleas or Eastern tourists.

"Me and Andy deposited our money to the credit of Peters and Tucker in the Esperanza Savings Bank, and got rooms at the Skyview Hotel. After supper we lit up, and sat out on the gallery and smoked. Then was when the philanthropy idea struck me. I suppose every grafter gets it sometime.

"When a man swindles the public out of a certain amount he begins to get scared and wants to return part of it. And if you'll watch close and notice the way his charity runs you'll see that he tries to restore it to the same people he got it from. As a hydrostatical case, take, let's say, A. A made his millions selling oil to poor students who sit up nights studying political economy and methods for regulating the trusts. So, back to the universities and colleges goes his conscience dollars.

"There's B got his from the common laboring man that works with his hands and tools. How's he to get some of the remorse fund back into their overalls?

"'Aha!' says B, 'I'll do it in the name of Education. I've skinned the laboring man,' says he to himself, 'but, according to the old proverb, "Charity covers a multitude of skins.'

"So he puts up eighty million dollars' worth of libraries; and the boys with the dinner pail that builds 'em gets the benefit.

"'Where's the books?' asks the reading public.

"'I dinna ken,' says B. 'I offered ye libraries; and there they are. I suppose if I'd given ye preferred steel trust stock instead ye'd have wanted the water in it set out in cut glass decanters. Hoot, for ye!'

"But, as I said, the owning of so much money was beginning to give me philanthropists. It was the first time me and Andy had ever made a pile big enough to make us stop and think how we got it.

"'Andy,' says I, 'we're wealthy—not beyond the dreams of average; but in our humble way we are comparatively as rich as Greasers. I feel as if I'd like to do something for as well as to humanity.'

"'I was thinking the same thing, Jeff,' says he. 'We've been gouging the public for a long time with all kinds of little schemes from selling self—igniting celluloid collars to flooding Georgia with Hoke Smith presidential campaign buttons. I'd like, myself, to hedge a bet or two in the graft game if I could do it without actually banging the Cymbeline's in the Salvation Army or teaching a bible class by the Bertillon system.

"'What'll we do?' says Andy. 'Give free grub to the poor or send a couple of thousand to George Corte you?'

"'Neither,' says I. 'We've got too much money to be implicated in plain charity; and we haven't got enough to make restitution. So, we'll look about for something that's about half way between the two.'

"The next day in walking around Floresville we see on a hill a big red brick building that appears to be disinherited. The citizens speak up and tell us that it was begun for a residence several years before by a mine owner. After running up the house he finds he only had $2.80 left to furnish it with, so he invests that in whiskey and jumps off the roof on a spot where he now requiescats in pieces.

"As soon as me and Andy saw that building the same idea struck both of us. We would fix it up with lights and pen wipers and professors, and put an iron dog and statues of Hercules and Father John on the lawn, and start one of the finest free educational institutions in the world right there.

"So we talks it over to the prominent citizens of Floresville, who falls in fine with the idea. They give a banquet in the engine house to us, and we make our bow for the first time as benefactors to the cause of progress and enlightenment. Andy makes an hour—and—a—half speech on the subject of irrigation in Lower Egypt, and we have a moral tune on the phonograph and pineapple sherbet.

"Andy and me didn't lose any time in philanthropping. We put every man in town that could tell a hammer from a step ladder to work on the building, dividing it up into class rooms and lecture halls. We wire to Frisco for a car load of desks, footballs, arithmetic's, penholders, dictionaries, chairs for the professors, slates, skeletons, sponges, twenty—seven crave netted gowns and caps for the senior class, and an open order for all the truck that goes with a first—class university. I took it on myself to put a campus and a curriculum on the list; but the telegraph operator must have got the words wrong, being an ignorant man, for when the goods come we found a can of peas and a curry—comb among 'em.

"While the weekly papers was having chalk—plate cuts of me and Andy we wired an employment agency in Chicago to express us f.o.b., six professors immediately—one English literature, one up—to—date dead languages, one chemistry, one political economy—democrat preferred— one logic, and one wise to painting, Italian and music, with union card. The Esperanza bank guaranteed salaries, which was to run between $800 and $800.50.

"Well, sir, we finally got in shape. Over the front door was carved the words: 'The World's University; Peters & Tucker, Patrons and Proprietors. And when September the first got a cross—mark on the calendar, the come—ons begun to roll in. First the faculty got off the tri—weekly express from Tucson. They was mostly young, spectacled, and red—headed, with sentiments divided between ambition and food. Andy and me got 'em billeted on the Floresvillians and then laid for the students.

"They came in bunches. We had advertised the University in all the state papers, and it did us good to see how quick the country responded. Two hundred and nineteen husky lads aging along from 18 up to chin whiskers answered the clarion call of free education. They ripped open that town, sponged the seams, turned it, lined it with new mohair; and you couldn't have told it from Harvard or Goldfields at the March term of court.

"They marched up and down the streets waving flags with the World's University colors—ultra—marine and blue—and they certainly made a lively place of Floresville. Andy made them a speech from the balcony of the Skyview Hotel, and the whole town was out celebrating.

"In about two weeks the professors got the students disarmed and herded into classes. I don't believe there's any pleasure equal to being a philanthropist. Me and Andy bought high silk hats and pretended to dodge the two reporters of the Floresville Gazette. The paper had a man to Kodak us whenever we appeared on the street, and ran our pictures every week over the column headed 'Educational Notes.' Andy lectured twice a week at the University; and afterward I would rise and tell a humorous story. Once the Gazette printed my pictures with Abe Lincoln on one side and Marshall P. Wilder on the other.

"Andy was as interested in philanthropy as I was. We used to wake up of nights and tell each other new ideas for booming the University.

"'Andy,' says I to him one day, 'there's something we overlooked. The boys ought to have dromedaries.'

"'What's that?' Andy asks.

"'Why, something to sleep in, of course,' says I. 'All colleges have 'em.'

"'Oh, you mean pajamas,' says Andy.

"'I do not,' says I. 'I mean dromedaries.' But I never could make Andy understand; so we never ordered 'em. Of course, I meant them long bedrooms in colleges where the scholars sleep in a row.

"Well, sir, the World's University was a success. We had scholars from five States and territories, and Floresville had a boom. A new shooting gallery and a pawn shop and two more saloons started; and the boys got up a college yell that went this way:
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"The scholars was a fine lot of young men, and me and Andy was as proud of 'em as if they belonged to our own family.

"But one day about the last of October Andy comes to me and asks if I have any idea how much money we had left in the bank. I guesses about sixteen thousand. 'Our balance,' says Andy, 'is $821.62.'

"'What!' says I, with a kind of a yell. 'Do you mean to tell me that them infernal clod—hopping, dough—headed, pup—faced, goose—brained, gate—stealing, rabbit—eared sons of horse thieves have soaked us for that much?'

"'No less,' says Andy.

"'Then, to Helvetia with philanthropy,' says I.

"'Not necessarily,' says Andy. 'Philanthropy,' says he, 'when run on a good business basis is one of the best grafts going. I'll look into the matter and see if it can't be straightened out.'

"The next week I am looking over the payroll of our faculty when I run across a new name—Professor James Darnley McCorkle, chair of mathematics; salary $100 per week. I yells so loud that Andy runs in quick.

"'What's this,' says I. 'A professor of mathematics at more than $5,000 a year? How did this happen? Did he get in through the window and appoint himself?'

"'I wired to Frisco for him a week ago,' says Andy. 'In ordering the faculty we seemed to have overlooked the chair of mathematics.'

"'A good thing we did,' says I. 'We can pay his salary two weeks, and then our philanthropy will look like the ninth hole on the Skibob golf links.'

"'Wait a while,' says Andy, 'and see how things turn out. We have taken up too noble a cause to draw out now. Besides, the further I gaze into the retail philanthropy business the better it looks to me. I never thought about investigating it before. Come to think of it now,' goes on Andy, 'all the philanthropists I ever knew had plenty of money. I ought to have looked into that matter long ago, and located which was the cause and which was the effect.'

"I had confidence in Andy's chicanery in financial affairs, so I left the whole thing in his hands. The University was flourishing fine, and me and Andy kept our silk hats shined up, and Floresville kept on heaping honors on us like we was millionaires instead of almost busted philanthropists.

"The students kept the town lively and prosperous. Some stranger came to town and started a faro bank over the Red Front livery stable, and began to amass money in quantities. Me and Andy strolled up one night and picked a dollar or two for sociability. There were about fifty of our students there drinking rum punches and shoving high stacks of blues and reds about the table as the dealer turned the cards up.

"'Why, dang it, Andy,' says I, 'these free—school—hunting, gander—headed, silk—socked little sons of sap—suckers have got more money than you and me ever had. Look at the rolls they're pulling out of their pistol pockets?'

"'Yes,' says Andy, 'a good many of them are sons of wealthy miners and stockmen. It's very sad to see 'em wasting their opportunities this way.'

"At Christmas all the students went home to spend the holidays. We had a farewell blowout at the University, and Andy lectured on 'Modern Music and Prehistoric Literature of the Archipelagos.' Each one of the faculty answered to toasts, and compared me and Andy to Rockefeller and the Emperor Marcus Autolycus. I pounded on the table and yelled for Professor McCorkle; but it seems he wasn't present on the occasion. I wanted a look at the man that Andy thought could earn $100 a week in philanthropy that was on the point of making an assignment.

"The students all left on the night train; and the town sounded as quiet as the campus of a correspondence school at midnight. When I went to the hotel I saw a light in Andy's room, and I opened the door and walked in.

"There sat Andy and the faro dealer at a table dividing a two—foot high stack of currency in thousand—dollar packages.

"'Correct,' says Andy. 'Thirty—one thousand apiece. Come in, Jeff,' says he. 'This is our share of the profits of the first half of the scholastic term of the World's University, incorporated and philanthropated. Are you convinced now,' says Andy, 'that philanthropy when practiced in a business way is an art that blesses him who gives as well as him who receives?'

"'Great!' says I, feeling fine. 'I'll admit you are the doctor this time.'

"'We'll be leaving on the morning train,' says Andy. 'You'd better get your collars and cuffs and press clippings together.'

"'Great!' says I. 'I'll be ready. But, Andy,' says I, 'I wish I could have met that Professor James Darnley McCorkle before we went. I had a curiosity to know that man.'

"'That'll be easy,' says Andy, turning around to the faro dealer.

"'Jim,' says Andy, 'shake hands with Mr. Peters.'"




Confessions of a Humorist



There was a painless stage of incubation that lasted twenty—five years, and then it broke out on me, and people said I was It.

But they called it humor instead of measles.

The employees in the store bought a silver inkstand for the senior partner on his fiftieth birthday. We crowded into his private office to present it. I had been selected for spokesman, and I made a little speech that I had been preparing for a week.

It made a hit. It was full of puns and epigrams and funny twists that brought down the house—which was a very solid one in the wholesale hardware line. Old Marlowe himself actually grinned, and the employees took their cue and roared.

My reputation as a humorist dates from half—past nine o'clock on that morning. For weeks afterward my fellow clerks fanned the flame of my self—esteem. One by one they came to me, saying what an awfully clever speech that was, old man, and carefully explained to me the point of each one of my jokes.

Gradually I found that I was expected to keep it up. Others might speak sanely on business matters and the day's topics, but from me something gamesome and airy was required.

I was expected to crack jokes about the crockery and lighten up the granite ware with persiflage. I was second bookkeeper, and if I failed to show up a balance sheet without something comic about the footings or could find no cause for laughter in an invoice of plows, the other clerks were disappointed. By degrees my fame spread, and I became a local "character." Our town was small enough to make this possible. The daily newspaper quoted me. At social gatherings I was indispensable.

I believe I did possess considerable wit and a facility for quick and spontaneous repartee. This gift I cultivated and improved by practice. And the nature of it was kindly and genial, not running to sarcasm or offending others. People began to smile when they saw me coming, and by the time we had met I generally had the word ready to broaden the smile into a laugh.

I had married early. We had a charming boy of three and a girl of five. Naturally, we lived in a vine—covered cottage, and were happy. My salary as bookkeeper in the hardware concern kept at a distance those ills attendant upon superfluous wealth.

At sundry times I had written out a few jokes and conceits that I considered peculiarly happy, and had sent them to certain periodicals that print such things. All of them had been instantly accepted. Several of the editors had written to request further contributions.

One day I received a letter from the editor of a famous weekly publication. He suggested that I submit to him a humorous composition to fill a column of space; hinting that he would make it a regular feature of each issue if the work proved satisfactory. I did so, and at the end of two weeks he offered to make a contract with me for a year at a figure that was considerably higher than the amount paid me by the hardware firm.

I was filled with delight. My wife already crowned me in her mind with the imperishable evergreens of literary success. We had lobster croquettes and a bottle of blackberry wine for supper that night. Here was the chance to liberate myself from drudgery. I talked over the matter very seriously with Louisa. We agreed that I must resign my place at the store and devote myself to humor.

I resigned. My fellow clerks gave me a farewell banquet. The speech I made there coruscated. It was printed in full by the Gazette. The next morning I awoke and looked at the clock.

"Late, by George!" I exclaimed, and grabbed for my clothes. Louisa reminded me that I was no longer a slave to hardware and contractors' supplies. I was now a professional humorist.

After breakfast she proudly led me to the little room off the kitchen. Dear girl! There was my table and chair, writing pad, ink, and pipe tray. And all the author's trappings—the celery stand full of fresh roses and honeysuckle, last year's calendar on the wall, the dictionary, and a little bag of chocolates to nibble between inspirations. Dear girl!

I sat me to work. The wall paper is patterned with arabesques or odalisques or—perhaps—it is trapezoids. Upon one of the figures I fixed my eyes. I bethought me of humor.

A voice startled me—Louisa's voice.

"If you aren't too busy, dear," it said, "come to dinner."

I looked at my watch. Yes, five hours had been gathered in by the grim scythe man. I went to dinner.

"You mustn't work too hard at first," said Louisa. "Goethe—or was it Napoleon?—said five hours a day is enough for mental labor. Couldn't you take me and the children to the woods this afternoon?"

"I am a little tired," I admitted. So we went to the woods.

But I soon got the swing of it. Within a month I was turning out copy as regular as shipments of hardware.

And I had success. My column in the weekly made some stir, and I was referred to in a gossipy way by the critics as something fresh in the line of humorists. I augmented my income considerably by contributing to other publications.

I picked up the tricks of the trade. I could take a funny idea and make a two—line joke of it, earning a dollar. With false whiskers on, it would serve up cold as a quatrain, doubling its producing value. By turning the skirt and adding a ruffle of rhyme you would hardly recognize it as "vers de societe" with neatly shod feet and a fashion—plate illustration.

I began to save up money, and we had new carpets, and a parlor organ. My townspeople began to look upon me as a citizen of some consequence instead of the merry trifler I had been when I clerked in the hardware store.

After five or six months the spontaneity seemed to depart from my humor. Quips and droll sayings no longer fell carelessly from my lips. I was sometimes hard run for material. I found myself listening to catch available ideas from the conversation of my friends. Sometimes I chewed my pencil and gazed at the wall paper for hours trying to build up some gay little bubble of unstudied fun.

And then I became a harpy, a Moloch, a Jonah, a vampire, to my acquaintances. Anxious, haggard, greedy, I stood among them like a veritable killjoy. Let a bright saying, a witty comparison, a piquant phrase fall from their lips and I was after it like a hound springing upon a bone. I dared not trust my memory; but, turning aside guiltily and meanly, I would make a note of it in my ever—present memorandum book or upon my cuff for my own future use.

My friends regarded me in sorrow and wonder. I was not the same man. Where once I had furnished them entertainment and jollity, I now preyed upon them. No jests from me ever bid for their smiles now. They were too precious. I could not afford to dispense gratuitously the means of my livelihood.

I was a lugubrious fox praising the singing of my friends, the crows that they might drop from their beaks the morsels of wit that I coveted.

Nearly everyone began to avoid me. I even forgot how to smile, not even paying that much for the sayings I appropriated.

No persons, places, times, or subjects were exempt from my plundering in search of material. Even in church my demoralized fancy went hunting among the solemn aisles and pillars for spoil.

Did the minister give out the long—meter doxology, at once I began: "Doxology —sockdology—sockdolager—meter—meet her."

The sermon ran through my mental sieve, its precepts filtering unheeded, could I but glean a suggestion of a pun or a bon mot. The solemnest anthems of the choir were but an accompaniment to my thoughts as I conceived new changes to ring upon the ancient comicalities concerning the jealousies of soprano, tenor, and basso.

My own home became a hunting ground. My wife is a singularly feminine creature, candid, sympathetic, and impulsive. Once her conversation was my delight, and her ideas a source of unfailing pleasure. Now I worked her. She was a gold mine of those amusing but lovable inconsistencies that distinguish the female mind.

I began to market those pearls of unwisdom and humor that should have enriched only the sacred precincts of home. With devilish cunning I encouraged her to talk. Unsuspecting, she laid her heart bare. Upon the cold, conspicuous, common, printed page I offered it to the public gaze.

A literary Judas, I kissed her and betrayed her. For pieces of silver I dressed her sweet confidences in the pantalets and frills of folly and made them dance in the market place.

Dear Louisa! Of nights I have bent over her cruel as a wolf above a tender lamb, hearkening even to her soft words murmured in sleep, hoping to catch an idea for my next day's grind. There is worse to come.

God help me! Next my fangs were buried deep in the neck of the fugitive sayings of my little children.

Guy and Viola were two bright fountains of childish, quaint thoughts and speeches. I found a ready sale for this kind of humor, and was furnishing a regular department in a magazine with "Funny Fancies of Childhood." I began to stalk them as an Indian stalks the antelope. I would hide behind sofas and doors, or crawl on my hands and knees among the bushes in the yard to eavesdrop while they were at play. I had all the qualities of a harpy except remorse.

Once, when I was barren of ideas, and my copy must leave in the next mail, I covered myself in a pile of autumn leaves in the yard, where I knew they intended to come to play. I cannot bring myself to believe that Guy was aware of my hiding place, but even if he was, I would be loath to blame him for his setting fire to the leaves, causing the destruction of my new suit of clothes, and nearly cremating a parent.

Soon my own children began to shun me as a pest. Often, when I was creeping upon them like a melancholy ghoul, I would hear them say to each other: "Here comes papa," and they would gather their toys and scurry away to some safer hiding place. Miserable wretch that I was!

And yet I was doing well financially. Before the first year had passed I had saved a thousand dollars, and we had lived in comfort.

But at what a cost! I am not quite clear as to what a pariah is, but I was everything that it sounds like. I had no friends, no amusements, no enjoyment of life. The happiness of my family had been sacrificed. I was a bee, sucking sordid honey from life's fairest flowers, dreaded and shunned on account of my stingo.

One day a man spoke to me, with a pleasant and friendly smile. Not in months had the thing happened. I was passing the undertaking establishment of Peter Heffelbower. Peter stood in the door and saluted me. I stopped, strangely wrung in my heart by his greeting. He asked me inside.

The day was chill and rainy. We went into the back room, where a fire burned, in a little stove. A customer came, and Peter left me alone for a while. Presently I felt a new feeling stealing over me —a sense of beautiful calm and content, I looked around the place. There were rows of shining rosewood caskets, black palls, trestles, hearse plumes, mourning streamers, and all the paraphernalia of the solemn trade. Here was peace, order, silence, the abode of grave and dignified reflections. Here, on the brink of life, was a little niche pervaded by the spirit of eternal rest.

When I entered it, the follies of the world abandoned me at the door. I felt no inclination to wrest a humorous idea from those somber and stately trappings. My mind seemed to stretch itself to grateful repose upon a couch draped with gentle thoughts.

A quarter of an hour ago I was an abandoned humorist. Now I was a philosopher, full of serenity and ease. I had found a refuge from humor, from the hot chase of the shy quip, from the degrading pursuit of the panting joke, from the restless reach after the nimble repartee.

I had not known Heffelbower well. When he came back, I let him talk, fearful that he might prove to be a jarring note in the sweet, dirge like harmony of his establishment.

But, no. He chimed truly. I gave a long sigh of happiness. Never have I known a man's talk to be as magnificently dull as Peter's was. Compared with it the Dead Sea is a geyser. Never a sparkle or a glimmer of wit marred his words. Commonplaces as trite and as plentiful as blackberries flowed from his lips no more stirring in quality than a last week's tape running from a ticker. Quaking a little, I tried upon him one of my best pointed jokes. It fell back ineffectual, with the point broken. I loved that man from then on.

Two or three evenings each week I would steal down to Heffelbower's and revel in his back room. That was my only joy. I began to rise early and hurry through my work, that I might spend more time in my haven. In no other place could I throw off my habit of extracting humorous ideas from my surroundings. Peter's talk left me no opening had I besieged it ever so hard.

Under this influence I began to improve in spirits. It was the recreation from one's labor which every man needs. I surprised one or two of my former friends by throwing them a smile and a cheery word as I passed them on the streets. Several times I dumfounded my family by relaxing long enough to make a jocose remark in their presence.

I had so long been ridden by the incubus of humor that I seized my hours of holiday with a schoolboy's zest.

My work began to suffer. It was not the pain and burden to me that it had been. I often whistled at my desk, and wrote with far more fluency than before. I accomplished my tasks impatiently, as anxious to be off to my helpful retreat as a drunkard is to get to his tavern.

My wife had some anxious hours in conjecturing where I spent my afternoons. I thought it best not to tell her; women do not understand these things. Poor girl!—she had one shock out of it.

One day I brought home a silver coffin handle for a paper weight and a fine, fluffy hearse plume to dust my papers with.

I loved to see them on my desk, and think of the beloved back room down at Heffelbower's. But Louisa found them, and she shrieked with horror. I had to console her with some lame excuse for having them, but I saw in her eyes that the prejudice was not removed. I had to remove the articles, though, at double—quick time.

One day Peter Heffelbower laid before me a temptation that swept me off my feet. In his sensible, uninspired way he showed me his books, and explained that his profits and his business were increasing rapidly. He had thought of taking in a partner with some cash. He would rather have me than any one he knew. When I left his place that afternoon Peter had my check for the thousand dollars I had in the bank, and I was a partner in his undertaking business.

I went home with feelings of delirious joy, mingled with a certain amount of doubt. I was dreading to tell my wife about it. But I walked on air. To give up the writing of humorous stuff, once more to enjoy the apples of life, instead of squeezing them to a pulp for a few drops of hard cider to make the pubic feel funny—what a boon that would be!

At the supper table Louisa handed me some letters that had come during my absence. Several of them contained rejected manuscript. Ever since I first began going to Heffelbower's my stuff had been coming back with alarming frequency. Lately I had been dashing off my jokes and articles with the greatest fluency. Previously I had labored like a bricklayer, slowly and with agony.

Presently I opened a letter from the editor of the weekly with which I had a regular contract. The checks for that weekly article were still our main dependence. The letter ran thus:





DEAR SIR:

As you are aware, our contract for the year expires with the present month. While regretting the necessity for so doing, we must say that we do not care to renew same for the coming year. We were quite pleased with your style of humor, which seems to have delighted quite a large proportion of our readers. But for the past two months we have noticed a decided falling off in its quality. Your earlier work showed a spontaneous, easy, natural flow of fun and wit. Of late it is labored, studied, and unconvincing, giving painful evidence of hard toil and drudging mechanism. Again regretting that we do not consider your contributions available any longer, we are, yours sincerely,

THE EDITOR.





I handed this letter to my wife. After she had read it her face grew extremely long, and there were tears in her eyes.

"The mean old thing!" she exclaimed indignantly. "I'm sure your pieces are just as good as they ever were. And it doesn't take you half as long to write them as it did." And then, I suppose, Louisa thought of the checks that would cease coming. "Oh, John," she wailed, "what will you do now?"

For an answer I got up and began to do a polka step around the supper table. I am sure Louisa thought the trouble had driven me mad; and I think the children hoped it had, for they tore after me, yelling with glee and emulating my steps. I was now something like their old playmate as of yore.

"The theatre for us tonight!" I shouted; "nothing less. And a late, wild, disreputable supper for all of us at the Palace Restaurant. Lumpty—diddle—de—dee—de—dum!"

And then I explained my glee by declaring that I was now a partner in a prosperous undertaking establishment, and that written jokes might go hide their heads in sackcloth and ashes for all me.

With the editor's letter in her hand to justify the deed I had done, my wife could advance no objections save a few mild ones based on the feminine inability to appreciate a good thing such as the little back room of Peter Hef—no, of Heffelbower & Co's. undertaking establishment.

In conclusion, I will say that today you will find no man in our town as well liked, as jovial, and full of merry sayings as I. My jokes are again noised about and quoted; once more I take pleasure in my wife's confidential chatter without a mercenary thought, while Guy and Viola play at my feet distributing gems of childish humor without fear of the ghastly tormentor who used to dog their steps, notebook in hand.

Our business has prospered finely. I keep the books and look after the shop, while Peter attends to outside matters. He says that my levity and high spirits would simply turn any funeral into a regular Irish wake.




Last Leaf



In a little district west of Washington Square the streets have run crazy and broken themselves into small strips called "places." These "places" make strange angles and curves. One street crosses itself a time or two. An artist once discovered a valuable possibility in this street. Suppose a collector with a bill for paints, paper and canvas should, in traversing this route, suddenly meet himself coming back, without a cent having been paid on account!

So, to quaint old Greenwich Village the art people soon came prowling, hunting for north windows and eighteenth—century gables and Dutch attics and low rents. Then they imported some pewter mugs and a chafing dish or two from Sixth Avenue, and became a "colony."

At the top of a squatty, three—story brick Sue and Johnsy had their studio. "Johnsy" was familiar for Joanna. One was from Maine; the other from California. They had met at the table d'hote of an Eighth Street "Delmonico's," and found their tastes in art, chicory salad and bishop sleeves so congenial that the joint studio resulted.

That was in May. In November a cold, unseen stranger, whom the doctors called Pneumonia, stalked about the colony, touching one here and there with his icy fingers. Over on the east side this ravager strode boldly, smiting his victims by scores, but his feet trod slowly through the maze of the narrow and moss—grown "places."

Mr. Pneumonia was not what you would call a chivalric old gentleman. A mite of a little woman with blood thinned by California zephyrs was hardly fair game for the red—fisted, short—breathed old duffer. But Johnsy he smote; and she lay, scarcely moving, on her painted iron bedstead, looking through the small Dutch window—panes at the blank side of the next brick house.

One morning the busy doctor invited Sue into the hallway with a shaggy, gray eyebrow.

"She has one chance in—let us say, ten," he said, as he shook down the mercury in his clinical thermometer. "And that chance is for her to want to live. This way people have of lining—up on the side of the undertaker makes the entire pharmacopoeia look silly. Your little lady has made up her mind that she's not going to get well. Has she anything on her mind?"

"She—she wanted to paint the Bay of Naples some day," said Sue.

"Paint?—bosh! Has she anything on her mind worth thinking about twice—a man, for instance?"

"A man?" said Sue, with a jew's—harp twang in her voice. "Is a man worth—but, no, doctor; there is nothing of the kind."

"Well, it is the weakness, then," said the doctor. "I will do all that science, so far as it may filter through my efforts, can accomplish. But whenever my patient begins to count the carriages in her funeral procession I subtract 50 per cent from the curative power of medicines. If you will get her to ask one question about the new winter styles in cloak sleeves I will promise you a one—in— five chances for her, instead of one in ten."

After the doctor had gone Sue went into the workroom and cried a Japanese napkin to a pulp. Then she swaggered into Johnsy's room with her drawing board, whistling ragtime.

Johnsy lay, scarcely making a ripple under the bedclothes, with her face toward the window. Sue stopped whistling, thinking she was asleep.

She arranged her board and began a pen—and—ink drawing to illustrate a magazine story. Young artists must pave their way to Art by drawing pictures for magazine stories that young authors write to pave their way to Literature.

As Sue was sketching a pair of elegant horseshow riding trousers and a monocle on the figure of the hero, an Idaho cowboy, she heard a low sound, several times repeated. She went quickly to the bedside.

Johnsy's eyes were open wide. She was looking out the window and counting—counting backward.

"Twelve," she said, and a little later "eleven"; and then "ten", and "nine"; and then "eight" and "seven", almost together.

Sue looked solicitously out the window. What was there to count? There was only a bare, dreary yard to be seen, and the blank side of the brick house twenty feet, away. An old, old ivy vine, gnarled and decayed at the roots, climbed half way up the brick wall. The cold breath of autumn had stricken its leaves from the vine until its skeleton branches clung, almost bare, to the crumbling bricks.

"What is it, dear?" asked Sue.

"Six," said Johnsy, in almost a whisper. "They're falling faster now. Three days ago there were almost a hundred. It made my head ache to count them. But now it's easy. There goes another one. There are only five left now."

"Five what, dear. Tell your Sudie."

"Leaves. On the ivy vine. When the last one falls I must go, too. I've known that for three days. Didn't the doctor tell you?"

"Oh, I never heard of such nonsense," complained Sue, with magnificent scorn. "What have old ivy leaves to do with your getting well? And you used to love that vine so, you naughty girl. Don't be a goosey. Why, the doctor told me this morning that your chances for getting well real soon were—let's see exactly what he said—he said the chances were ten to one! Why, that's almost as good a chance as we have in New York when we ride on the street cars or walk past a new building. Try to take some broth now, and let Sudie go back to her drawing, so she can sell the editor man with it, and buy port wine for her sick child, and pork chops for her greedy self."

"You needn't get any more wine," said Johnsy, keeping her eyes fixed out the window. "There goes another. No, I don't want any broth. That leaves just four. I want to see the last one fall before it gets dark. Then I'll go, too."

"Johnsy, dear," said Sue, bending over her, "will you promise me to keep your eyes closed, and not look out the window until I am done working? I must hand those drawings in by tomorrow. I need the light, or I would draw the shade down."

"Couldn't you draw in the other room?" asked Johnsy, coldly.

"I'd rather be here by you," said Sue. "Besides I don't want you to keep looking at those silly ivy leaves."

"Tell me as soon as you have finished," said Johnsy, closing her eyes, and lying white and still as a fallen statue, "because I want to see the last one fall. I'm tired of waiting. I'm tired of thinking. I went to turn loose my hold on everything, and go sailing down, down, just like one of those poor, tired leaves."

"Try to sleep," said Sue. "I must call Behrman up to be my model for the old hermit miner. I'll not be gone a minute. Don't try to move 'til I come back."

Old Behrman was a painter who lived on the ground floor beneath them. He was past sixty and had a Michael Angelo's Moses beard curling down from the head of a satyr along the body of an imp. Behrman was a failure in art. Forty years he had wielded the brush without getting near enough to touch the hem of his Mistress's robe. He had been always about to paint a masterpiece, but had never yet begun it. For several years he had painted nothing except now and then a daub in the line of commerce or advertising. He earned a little by serving as a model to those young artists in the colony who could not pay the price of a professional. He drank gin to excess, and still talked of his coming masterpiece. For the rest he was a fierce little old man, who scoffed terribly at softness in any one, and who regarded himself as especial mastiff—in—waiting to protect the two young artists in the studio above.

Sue found Behrman smelling strongly of juniper berries in his dimly lighted den below. In one corner was a blank canvas on an easel that had been waiting there for twenty—five years to receive the first line of the masterpiece. She told him of Johnsy's fancy, and how she feared she would, indeed, light and fragile as a leaf herself, float away when her slight hold upon the world grew weaker.

Old Behrman, with his red eyes, plainly streaming, shouted his contempt and derision for such idiotic imaginings.

"Vass!" he cried. "Is dere people in de world mit der foolishness to die because leafs dey drop off from a confounded vine? I haf not heard of such a thing. No, I will not bose as a model for your fool hermit—dunderhead. Vy do you allow dot silly pusiness to come in der prain of her? Ach, dot poor little Miss Johnsy."

"She is very ill and weak," said Sue, "and the fever has left her mind morbid and full of strange fancies. Very well, Mr. Behrman, if you do not care to pose for me, you needn't. But I think you are a horrid old—old flibbertigibbet."

"You are just like a woman!" yelled Behrman. "Who said I will not bose? Go on. I come mit you. For half an hour I haf peen trying to say dot I am ready to bose. Gott! Dis is not any blace in which one so goot as Miss Yohnsy shall lie sick. Some day I vill baint a masterpiece, and ve shall all go away. Gott! yes."

Johnsy was sleeping when they went upstairs. Sue pulled the shade down to the window—sill, and motioned Behrman into the other room. In there they peered out the window fearfully at the ivy vine. Then they looked at each other for a moment without speaking. A persistent, cold rain was falling, mingled with snow. Behrman, in his old blue shirt, took his seat as the hermit—miner on an upturned kettle for a rock.

When Sue awoke from an hour's sleep the next morning she found Johnsy with dull, wide—open eyes staring at the drawn green shade.

"Pull it up; I want to see," she ordered, in a whisper.

Wearily Sue obeyed.

But, lo! After the beating rain and fierce gusts of wind that had endured through the livelong night, there yet stood out against the brick wall one ivy leaf. It was the last on the vine. Still dark green near its stem, but with its serrated edges tinted with the yellow of dissolution and decay, it hung bravely from a branch some twenty feet above the ground.

"It is the last one," said Johnsy. "I thought it would surely fall during the night. I heard the wind. It will fall today, and I shall die at the same time."

"Dear, dear!" said Sue, leaning her worn face down to the pillow, "think of me, if you won't think of yourself. What would I do?"

But Johnsy did not answer. The lonesomest thing in the world is a soul when it is making ready to go on its mysterious, far journey. The fancy seemed to possess her more strongly as one by one the ties that bound her to friendship and to earth were loosed.

The day wore away, and even through the twilight they could see the lone ivy leaf clinging to its stem against the wall. And then, with the coming of the night the north wind was again loosed, while the rain still beat against the windows and pattered down from the low Dutch eaves.

When it was light enough Johnsy, the merciless, commanded that the shade be raised.

The ivy leaf was still there.

Johnsy lay for a long time looking at it. And then she called to Sue, who was stirring her chicken broth over the gas stove.

"I've been a bad girl, Sudie," said Johnsy. "Something has made that last leaf stay there to show me how wicked I was. It is a sin to want to die. You may bring me a little broth now, and some milk with a little port in it, and—no; bring me a hand—mirror first, and then pack some pillows about me, and I will sit up and watch you cook."

An hour later she said.

"Sudie, some day I hope to paint the Bay of Naples."

The doctor came in the afternoon, and Sue had an excuse to go into the hallway as he left.

"Even chances," said the doctor, taking Sue's thin, shaking hand in his. "With good nursing you'll win. And now I must see another case I have downstairs. Behrman, his name is—some kind of an artist, I believe. Pneumonia, too. He is an old, weak man, and the attack is acute. There is no hope for him; but he goes to the hospital today to be made more comfortable."

The next day the doctor said to Sue: "She's out of danger. You've won. Nutrition and care now—that's all."

And that afternoon Sue came to the bed where Johnsy lay, contentedly knitting a very blue and very useless woolen shoulder scarf, and put one arm around her, pillows and all.

"I have something to tell you, white mouse," she said. "Mr. Behrman died of pneumonia today in the hospital. He was ill only two days. The janitor found him on the morning of the first day in his room downstairs helpless with pain. His shoes and clothing were wet through and icy cold. They couldn't imagine where he had been on such a dreadful night. And then they found a lantern, still lighted, and a ladder that had been dragged from its place, and some scattered brushes, and a palette with green and yellow colors mixed on it, and—look out the window, dear, at the last ivy leaf on the wall. Didn't you wonder why it never fluttered or moved when the wind blew? Ah, darling, it's Behrman's masterpiece—he painted it there the night that the last leaf fell."




Jeff Peters as a Personal Magnet



Jeff Peters has been engaged in as many schemes for making money as there are recipes for cooking rice in Charleston, S.C.

Best of all I like to hear him tell of his earlier days when he sold liniments and cough cures on street corners, living hand to mouth, heart to heart with the people, throwing heads or tails with fortune for his last coin.

"I struck Fisher Hill, Arkansaw," said he, "in a buckskin suit, moccasins, long hair and a thirty—carat diamond ring that I got from an actor in Texarkana. I don't know what he ever did with the pocket knife I swapped him for it.

"I was Dr. Waugh—hoo, the celebrated Indian medicine man. I carried only one best bet just then, and that was Resurrection Bitters. It was made of life—giving plants and herbs accidentally discovered by Ta—qua—la, the beautiful wife of the chief of the Choctaw Nation, while gathering truck to garnish a platter of boiled dog for the annual corn dance.

"Business hadn't been good in the last town, so I only had five dollars. I went to the Fisher Hill druggist and he credited me for half a gross of eight—ounce bottles and corks. I had the labels and ingredients in my valise, left over from the last town. Life began to look rosy again after I got in my hotel room with the water running from the tap, and the Resurrection Bitters lining up on the table by the dozen.

"Fake? No, sir. There was two dollars' worth of fluid extract of cinchona and a dime's worth of aniline in that half—gross of bitters. I've gone through towns years afterwards and had folks ask for 'em again.

"I hired a wagon that night and commenced selling the bitters on Main Street. Fisher Hill was a low, malarial town; and a compound hypothetical pneumocardiac anti—scorbutic tonic was just what I diagnosed the crowd as needing. The bitters started off like sweetbreads—on—toast at a vegetarian dinner. I had sold two dozen at fifty cents apiece when I felt somebody pull my coat tail. I knew what that meant; so I climbed down and sneaked a five dollar bill into the hand of a man with a German silver star on his lapel.

"'Constable,' says I, 'it's a fine night.'

"'Have you got a city license,' he asks, 'to sell this illegitimate essence of spooju that you flatter by the name of medicine?'

"'I have not,' says I. 'I didn't know you had a city. If I can find it tomorrow I'll take one out if it's necessary.'

"'I'll have to close you up till you do,' says the constable.

"I quit selling and went back to the hotel. I was talking to the landlord about it.

"'Oh, you won't stand any show in Fisher Hill, 'says he. 'Dr. Hoskins, the only doctor here, is a brother—in—law of the Mayor, and they won't allow no fake doctor to practice in town.'

"'I don't practice medicine,' says I, 'I've got a State peddler's license, and I take out a city one wherever they demand it.'

"I went to the Mayor's office the next morning and they told me he hadn't showed up yet. They didn't know when he'd be down. So Doc Waugh—hoo hunches down again in a hotel chair and lights a jimpson—weed regalia, and waits.

"By and by a young man in a blue necktie slips into the chair next to me and asks the time.

"'Half—past ten,' says I, 'and you are Andy Tucker. I've seen you work. Wasn't it you that put up the Great Cupid Combination package on the Southern States? Let's see, it was a Chilean diamond engagement ring, a wedding ring, a potato masher, a bottle of soothing syrup and Dorothy Vernon—all for fifty cents.'

"Andy was pleased to hear that I remembered him. He was a good street man; and he was more than that—he respected his profession, and he was satisfied with 300 per cent profit. He had plenty of offers to go into the illegitimate drug and garden seed business; but he was never to be tempted off of the straight path.

"I wanted a partner, so Andy and me agreed to go out together. I told him about the situation in Fisher Hill and how finances was low on account of the local mixture of politics and jalap. Andy had just got in on the train that morning. He was pretty low himself, and was going to canvass the whole town for a few dollars to build a new battleship by popular subscription at Eureka Springs. So we went out and sat on the porch and talked it over.

"The next morning at eleven o'clock when I was sitting there alone, an Uncle Tom shuffles into the hotel and asked for the doctor to come and see Judge Banks, who, it seems, was the mayor and a mighty sick man.

"'I'm no doctor,' says I. 'Why don't you go and get the doctor?'

"'Boss,' says he. 'Doc Hoskins am done gone twenty miles in de country to see some sick persons. He's de only doctor in de town, and Massa Banks am powerful bad off. He sent me to ax you to please, suh, come.'

"'As man to man,' says I, 'I'll go and look him over.' So I put a bottle of Resurrection Bitters in my pocket and goes up on the hill to the mayor's mansion, the finest house in town, with a mannered roof and two cast iron dogs on the lawn.

"This Mayor Banks was in bed all but his whiskers and feet. He was making internal noises that would have had everybody in San Francisco hiking for the parks. A young man was standing by the bed holding a cup of water.

"'Doc,' says the Mayor, 'I'm awful sick. I'm about to die. Can't you do nothing for me?'

"'Mr. Mayor,' says I, 'I'm not a regular preordained disciple of S. Q. Lapius. I never took a course in a medical college,' says I. 'I've just come as a fellow man to see if I could be off assistance.'

"'I'm deeply obliged,' says he. 'Doc Waugh—hoo, this is my nephew, Mr. Biddle. He has tried to alleviate my distress, but without success. Oh, Lordy! Ow—ow—ow!!' he sings out.

"I nods at Mr. Biddle and sets down by the bed and feels the mayor's pulse. 'Let me see your liver—your tongue, I mean,' says I. Then I turns up the lids of his eyes and looks close that the pupils of 'em.

"'How long have you been sick?' I asked.

"'I was taken down—ow—ouch—last night,' says the Mayor. 'Gimme something for it, doc, won't you?'

"'Mr. Fiddle,' says I, 'raise the window shade a bit, will you?'

"'Biddle,' says the young man. 'Do you feel like you could eat some ham and eggs, Uncle James?'

"'Mr. Mayor,' says I, after laying my ear to his right shoulder blade and listening, 'you've got a bad attack of super—inflammation of the right clavicle of the harpsichord!'

"'Good Lord!' says he, with a groan, 'Can't you rub something on it, or set it or anything?'

"I picks up my hat and starts for the door.

"'You ain't going, doc?' says the Mayor with a howl. 'You ain't going away and leave me to die with this—superfluity of the clapboards, are you?'

"'Common humanity, Dr. Whoa—ha,' says Mr. Biddle, 'ought to prevent your deserting a fellow—human in distress.'

"'Dr. Waugh—hoo, when you get through plowing,' says I. And then I walks back to the bed and throws back my long hair.

"'Mr. Mayor,' says I, 'there is only one hope for you. Drugs will do you no good. But there is another power higher yet, although drugs are high enough,' says I.

"'And what is that?' says he.

"'Scientific demonstrations,' says I. 'the triumph of mind over sarsaparilla. The belief that there is no pain and sickness except what is produced when we ain't feeling well. Declare yourself in arrears. Demonstrate.'

"'What is this paraphernalia you speak of, Doc?' says the Mayor. 'You ain't a Socialist, are you?'

"'I am speaking,' says I, 'of the great doctrine of psychic financiering—of the enlightened school of long—distance, sub—conscientious treatment of fallacies and meningitis—of that wonderful in—door sport known as personal magnetism.'

"'Can you work it, doc?' asks the Mayor.

"'I'm one of the Sole Sanhedrims and Ostensible Hooplas of the Inner Pulpit,' says I. 'The lame talk and the blind rubber whenever I make a pass at 'em. I am a medium, a coloratura hypnotist and a spirituous control. It was only through me at the recent séances at Ann Arbor that the late president of the Vinegar Bitters Company could revisit the earth to communicate with his sister Jane. You see me peddling medicine on the street,' says I, 'to the poor. I don't practice personal magnetism on them. I do not drag it in the dust,' says I, 'because they haven't got the dust.'

"'Will you treat my case?' asks the Mayor.

"'Listen,' says I. 'I've had a good deal of trouble with medical societies everywhere I've been. I don't practice medicine. But, to save your life, I'll give you the psychic treatment if you'll agree as mayor not to push the license question.'

"'Of course I will,' says he. 'And now get to work, doc, for them pains are coming on again.'

"'My fee will be $250.00, cure guaranteed in two treatments,' says I.

"'All right,' says the Mayor. 'I'll pay it. I guess my life's worth that much.'

"I sat down by the bed and looked him straight in the eye.

"'Now,' says I, 'get your mind off the disease. You ain't sick. You haven't got a heart or a clavicle or a funny bone or brains or anything. You haven't got any pain. Declare error. Now you feel the pain that you didn't have leaving, don't you?'

"'I do feel some little better, doc,' says the Mayor, 'darned if I don't. Now state a few lies about my not having this swelling in my left side, and I think I could be propped up and have some sausage and buckwheat cakes.'

"I made a few passes with my hands.

"'Now,' says I, 'the inflammation's gone. The right lobe of the perihelion has subsided. You're getting sleepy. You can't hold your eyes open any longer. For the present the disease is checked. Now, you are asleep.'

"The Mayor shut his eyes slowly and began to snore.

"'You observe, Mr. Tiddle,' says I, 'the wonders of modern science.'

"'Biddle,' says he, 'When will you give uncle the rest of the treatment, Dr. Pooh—pooh?'

"'Waugh—hoo,' says I. 'I'll come back at eleven tomorrow. When he wakes up give him eight drops of turpentine and three pounds of steak. Good morning.'

"The next morning I was back on time. 'Well, Mr. Riddle,' says I, when he opened the bedroom door, 'and how is uncle this morning?'

"'He seems much better,' says the young man.

"The mayor's color and pulse was fine. I gave him another treatment, and he said the last of the pain left him.

"'Now,' says I, 'you'd better stay in bed for a day or two, and you'll be all right. It's a good thing I happened to be in Fisher Hill, Mr. Mayor,' says I, 'for all the remedies in the cornucopia that the regular schools of medicine use couldn't have saved you. And now that error has flew and pain proved a perjurer, let's allude to a cheerfuller subject—say the fee of $250. No checks, please, I hate to write my name on the back of a check almost as bad as I do on the front.'

"'I've got the cash here,' says the mayor, pulling a pocket book from under his pillow.

"He counts out five fifty—dollar notes and holds 'em in his hand.

"'Bring the receipt,' he says to Biddle.

"I signed the receipt and the mayor handed me the money. I put it in my inside pocket careful.

"'Now do your duty, officer,' says the mayor, grinning much unlike a sick man.

"Mr. Biddle lays his hand on my arm.

"'You're under arrest, Dr. Waugh—hoo, alias Peters,' says he, 'for practicing medicine without authority under the State law.'

"'Who are you?' I asks.

"'I'll tell you who he is,' says Mr. Mayor, sitting up in bed. 'He's a detective employed by the State Medical Society. He's been following you over five counties. He came to me yesterday and we fixed up this scheme to catch you. I guess you won't do any more doctoring around these parts, Mr. Fakir. What was it you said I had, doc?' the mayor laughs, 'compound—well, it wasn't softening of the brain, I guess, anyway.'

"'A detective,' says I.

"'Correct,' says Biddle. 'I'll have to turn you over to the sheriff.'

"'Let's see you do it,' says I, and I grabs Biddle by the throat and half throws him out the window, but he pulls a gun and sticks it under my chin, and I stand still. Then he puts handcuffs on me, and takes the money out of my pocket.

"'I witness,' says he, 'that they're the same bank bills that you and I marked, Judge Banks. I'll turn them over to the sheriff when we get to his office, and he'll send you a receipt. They'll have to be used as evidence in the case.'

"'All right, Mr. Biddle,' says the mayor. 'And now, Doc Waugh—hoo,' he goes on, 'why don't you demonstrate? Can't you pull the cork out of your magnetism with your teeth and hocus—pocus them handcuffs off?'

"'Come on, officer,' says I, dignified. 'I may as well make the best of it.'And then I turns to old Banks and rattles my chains.

"'Mr. Mayor,' says I, 'the time will come soon when you'll believe that personal magnetism is a success. And you'll be sure that it succeeded in this case, too.'

"And I guess it did.

"When we got nearly to the gate, I says: 'We might meet somebody now, Andy. I reckon you better take 'em off, and—' Hey? Why, of course it was Andy Tucker. That was his scheme; and that's how we got the capital to go into business together."




The Marionettes



The policeman was standing at the corner of Twenty—Fourth Street and a prodigiously dark alley near where the elevated railroad crosses the street. The time was two o'clock in the morning; the outlook a stretch of cold, drizzling, unsociable blackness until the dawn.

A man, wearing a long overcoat, with his hat tilted down in front, and carrying something in one hand, walked softly but rapidly out of the black alley. The policeman accosted him civilly, but with the assured air that is linked with conscious authority. The hour, the alley's musty reputation, the pedestrian's haste, the burden he carried—these easily combined into the "suspicious circumstances" that required illumination at the officer's hands.

The "suspect" halted readily and tilted back his hat, exposing, in the flicker of the electric lights, an emotionless, smooth countenance with a rather long nose and steady dark eyes. Thrusting his gloved hand into a side pocket of his overcoat, he drew out a card and handed it to the policeman. Holding it to catch the uncertain light, the officer read the name "Charles Spencer James, M. D." The street and number of the address were of a neighborhood so solid and respectable as to subdue even curiosity. The policeman's downward glance at the article carried in the doctor's hand—a handsome medicine case of black leather, with small silver mountings—further endorsed the guarantee of the card.

"All right, doctor," said the officer, stepping aside, with an air of bulky affability. "Orders are to be extra careful. Good many burglars and hold—ups lately. Bad night to be out. Not so cold, but—clammy."

With a formal inclination of his head, and a word or two corroborative of the officer's estimate of the weather, Doctor James continued his somewhat rapid progress. Three times that night had a patrolman accepted his professional card and the sight of his paragon of a medicine case as vouchers for his honesty of person and purpose. Had any one of those officers seen fit, on the morrow, to test the evidence of that card he would have found it borne out by the doctor's name on a handsome doorplate, his presence, calm and well dressed, in his well—equipped office—provided it were not too early, Doctor James being a late riser—and the testimony of the neighborhood to his good citizenship, his devotion to his family, and his success as a practitioner the two years he had lived among them.

Therefore, it would have much surprised any one of those zealous guardians of the peace could they have taken a peep into that immaculate medicine case Upon opening it, the first article to be seen would have been an elegant set of the latest conceived tools used by the "box man," as the ingenious safe burglar now denominates himself. Specially designed and constructed were the implements—the short but powerful "jimmy", the collection of curiously fashioned keys, the blued drills and punches of the finest temper—capable of eating their way into chilled steel as a mouse eats into a cheese, and the clamps that fasten like a leech to the polished door of a safe and pull out the combination knob as a dentist extracts a tooth. In a little pouch in the inner side of the "medicine" case was a four—ounce vial of nitroglycerine, now half empty. Underneath the tools was a mass of crumpled banknotes and a few handfuls of gold coin, the money, altogether, amounting to eight hundred and thirty dollars.

To a very limited circle of friends Doctor James was known as "The Swell 'Greek.'" Half of the mysterious term was a tribute to his cool and gentlemanlike manners; the other half denoted, in the argot of the brotherhood, the leader, the planner, the one who, by the power and prestige of his address and position, secured the information upon which they based their plans and desperate enterprises.

Of this elect circle the other members were Skitsie Morgan and Gum Decker, expert "box men," and Leopold Pretzfelder, a jeweler downtown, who manipulated the "sparklers" and other ornaments collected by the working trio. All good and loyal men, as loose—tongued as Memmon and as fickle as the North Star.

That night's work had not been considered by the firm to have yielded more than a moderate repayal for their pains. An old—style two—story side—bolt safe in the dingy office of a very wealthy old—style dry—goods firm on a Saturday night should have excreted more than twenty—five hundred dollars. But that was all they found, and they had divided it, the three of them, into equal shares upon the spot, as was their custom. Ten or twelve thousand was what they expected. But one of the proprietors had proved to be just a trifle too old—style. Just after dark he had carried home in a shirt box most of the funds on hand.

Doctor James proceeded up Twenty—Fourth Street, which was, to all appearance, depopulated. Even the theatrical folk, who affect this district as a place of residence, were long since abed. The drizzle had accumulated upon the street; puddles of it among the stones received the fire of the arc lights, and returned it, shattered into a myriad liquid spangles. A captious wind, shower—soaked and chilling, coughed from the laryngeal flues between the houses.

As the practitioner's foot struck even with the corner of a tall brick residence of more pretension than its fellows the front door popped open, and a bawling egress clattered down the steps to the pavement. Some medley of words came from her mouth, addressed, like as not, to herself— the recourse of her race when alone and beset by evil. She looked to be one of that old vassal class of the South—voluble, familiar, loyal, and irrepressible; her person pictured it—fat, neat, aproned, and kerchiefed.

This sudden apparition, spewed from the silent house, reached the bottom of the steps as Doctor James came opposite. Her brain transferring its energies from sound to sight, she ceased her clamor and fixed her pop—eyes upon the case the doctor carried.

"Bress de Lawd!" was the benison the sight drew from her. "Is you a doctor, suh?"

"Yes, I am a physician," said Doctor James, pausing.

"Den fo' God's sake come and see Mister Chandler, suh. He done had a fit or sump'n. He layin' jist like he wuz dead. Miss Amy sont me to git a doctor. Lawd knows whar old Cindy'd a skeared one up from, if you, suh, hadn't come along. Ef old Mars' knowed one ten—hundredth part of dese doin's dey'd be shootin' gwine on, suh—pistol shootin'—leb'm feet marked off on de ground, and ev'ybody a—duellin'. And dat po' lamb, Miss Amy—"

"Lead the way," said Doctor James, setting his foot upon the step, "if you want me as a doctor. As an auditor I'm not open to engagements."

The egress preceded him into the house and up a flight of thickly carpeted stairs. Twice they came to dimly lighted branching hallways. At the second one the now panting conductress turned down a hall, stopping at a door and opening it.

"I done brought de doctor, Miss Amy."

Doctor James entered the room, and bowed slightly to a young lady standing by the side of a bed. He set his medicine case upon a chair, removed his overcoat, throwing it over the case and the back of the chair, an advanced with quiet self—possession to the bedside.

There lay a man, sprawling as he had fallen—a man dressed richly in the prevailing mode, with only his shoe removed; lying relaxed, and as still as the dead.

There emanated from Doctor James an aura of calm force and reserve strength that was as manna in the desert to the weak and desolate among his patrons. Always had women, especially, been attracted by something in his sick—room manner. It was not the indulgent suavity of the fashionable healer, but a manner of poise, of sureness, of ability to overcome fate, of deference and protection and devotion. There was an exploring magnetism in his steadfast, luminous brown eves; a latent authority in the impassive, even priestly, tranquility of his smooth countenance that outwardly fitted him for the part of confidant and consoler. Sometimes, at his first professional visit, women would tell him where they hid their diamonds at night from the burglars.

With the ease of much practice, Doctor James's unroving eyes estimated the order and quality of the room's furnishings. The appointments were rich and costly. The same glance had secured cognizance of the lady's appearance. She was small and scarcely past twenty. Her face possessed the title to a winsome prettiness, now obscured by (you would say) rather a fixed melancholy than the more violent imprint of a sudden sorrow. Upon her forehead, above one eyebrow, was a livid bruise, suffered, the physician's eye told him, within the past six hours.

Doctor James's fingers went to the man's wrist. His almost vocal eyes questioned the lady.

"I am Mrs. Chandler," she responded, speaking with the plaintive Southern slur and intonation. "My husband was taken suddenly ill about ten minutes before you came. He has had attacks of heart trouble before— some of them were very bad." His clothed state and the late hour seemed to prompt her to further explanation. "He had been out late; to—a supper, I believe."

Doctor James now turned his attention to his patient. In whichever of his "professions" he happened to be engaged he was wont to honor the "case" or the "job" with his whole interest.

The sick man appeared to be about thirty. His countenance bore a look of boldness and dissipation, but was not without a symmetry of feature and the fine lines drawn by a taste and indulgence in humor that gave the redeeming touch. There was an odor of spilled wine about his clothes.

The physician laid back his outer garments, and then, with a penknife, slit the shirt—front from collar to waist. The obstacles cleared, he laid his ear to the heart and listened intently.

"Mitral regurgitation?" he said, softly, when he rose. The words ended with the rising inflection of uncertainty. Again he listened long; and this time he said, "Mitral insufficiency," with the accent of an assured diagnosis.

"Madam," he began, in the reassuring tones that had so often allayed anxiety, "there is a probability—" As he slowly turned his head to face the lady, he saw her fall, white and swooning, into the arms of the old negress.

"Po' lamb! po' lamb! Has dey done killed Aunt Cindy's own blessed child? May de Lawd'stroy wid his wrath dem what stole her away; what break dat angel heart; what left—"

"Lift her feet," said Doctor James, assisting to support the drooping form. "Where is her room? She must be put to bed."

"In here, suh." The woman nodded her kerchiefed head toward a door. "Dat's Miss Amy's room."

They carried her in there, and laid her on the bed. Her pulse was faint, but regular. She passed from the swoon, without recovering consciousness, into a profound slumber.

"She is quite exhausted," said the physician. "Sleep is a good remedy. When she wakes, give her a toddy—with an egg in it, if she can take it. How did she get that bruise upon her forehead?"

"She done got a lick there, suh. De po' lamb fell—No, suh"—the old woman's racial mutability swept her into a sudden flare of indignation —"old Cindy ain't gwineter lie for dat debble. He done it, suh. May de Lawd wither de hand what—dar now! Cindy promise her sweet lamb she ain't gwine tell. Miss Amy got hurt, suh, on de head."

Doctor James stepped to a stand where a handsome lamp burned, and turned the flame low.

"Stay here with your mistress," he ordered, "and keep quiet so she will sleep. If she wakes, give her the toddy. If she grows any weaker, let me know. There is something strange about it."

"Dar's mo' strange t'ings dan dat 'round here," began the negress, but the physician hushed her in a seldom employed peremptory, concentrated voice with which he had often allayed hysteria itself. He returned to the other room, closing the door softly behind him. The man on the bed had not moved, but his eyes were open. His lips seemed to form words. Doctor James bent his head to listen. "The money! the money!" was what they were whispering.

"Can you understand what I say?" asked the doctor, speaking low, but distinctly.

The head nodded slightly.

"I am a physician, sent for by your wife. You are Mr. Chandler, I am told. You are quite ill. You must not excite or distress yourself at all."

The patient's eyes seemed to beckon to him. The doctor stooped to catch the same faint words.

"The money—the twenty thousand dollars."

"Where is this money?—in the bank?"

The eyes expressed a negative. "Tell her"—the whisper was growing fainter—"the twenty thousand dollars—her money"—his eyes wandered about the room.

"You have placed this money somewhere?"—Doctor James's voice was toiling like a siren's to conjure the secret from the man's failing intelligence—"Is it in this room?"

He thought he saw a fluttering assent in the dimming eyes. The pulse under his fingers was as fine and small as a silk thread.

There arose in Doctor James's brain and heart the instincts of his other profession. Promptly, as he acted in everything, he decided to learn the whereabouts of this money, and at the calculated and certain cost of a human life.

Drawing from his pocket a little pad of prescription blanks, he scribbled upon one of them a formula suited, according to the best practice, to the needs of the sufferer. Going to the door of the inner room, he softly called the old woman, gave her the prescription, and bade her take it to some drug store and fetch the medicine.

When she had gone, muttering to herself, the doctor stepped to the bedside of the lady. She still slept soundly; her pulse was a little stronger; her forehead was cool, save where the inflammation of the bruise extended, and a slight moisture covered it. Unless disturbed, she would yet sleep for hours. He found the key in the door, and locked it after him when he returned.

Doctor James looked at his watch. He could call half an hour his own, since before that time the old woman could scarcely return from her mission. Then he sought and found water in a pitcher and a glass tumbler. Opening his medicine case he took out the vial containing the nitroglycerine—"the oil," as his brethren of the brace—and—bit term it.

One drop of the faint yellow, ticklish liquid he let fall in the tumbler. He took out his silver hypodermic syringe case, and screwed the needle into its place, Carefully measuring each modicum of water in the graduated glass barrel of the syringe; he diluted the one drop with nearly half a tumbler of water.

Two hours earlier that night Doctor James had, with that syringe, injected the undiluted liquid into a hole drilled in the lock of a safe, and had destroyed, with one dull explosion, the machinery that controlled the movement of the bolts. He now purposed, with the same means, to shiver the prime machinery of a human being—to rend its heart—and each shock was for the sake of the money to follow.

The same means, but in a different guise. Whereas, that was the giant in its rude, primary dynamic strength, this was the courtier, whose no less deadly arms were concealed by velvet and lace. For the liquid in the tumbler and in the syringe that the physician carefully filled was now a solution of glonoine, the most powerful heart stimulant known to medical science. Two ounces had riven the solid door of the iron safe; with one fiftieth part of a minim he was now about to still forever the intricate mechanism of a human life.

But not immediately. It was not so intended. First there would be a quick increase of vitality; a powerful impetus given to every organ and faculty. The heart would respond bravely to the fatal spur; the blood in the veins return more rapidly to its source.

But, as Doctor James well knew, over—stimulation in this form of heart disease means death, as sure as by a rifle shot. When the clogged arteries should suffer congestion from the increased flow of blood pumped into them by the power of the burglar's "oil", they would rapidly become "no thoroughfare", and the fountain of life would cease to flow.

The physician bared the chest of the unconscious Chandler. Easily and skillfully he injected, subcutaneously, the contents of the syringe into the muscles of the region over the heart. True to his neat habits in both professions, he next carefully dried his needle and re—inserted the fine wire that threaded it when not in use.

In three minutes Chandler opened his eyes, and spoke, in a voice faint but audible, inquiring who attended upon him. Doctor James again explained his presence there.

"Where is my wife?" asked the patient.

"She is asleep—from exhaustion and worry," said the doctor. "I would not awaken her, unless—"

"It isn't—necessary." Chandler spoke with spaces between his words caused by his short breath that some demon was driving too fast. "She wouldn't—thank you to disturb her—on my—account."

Doctor James drew a chair to the bedside. Conversation must not be squandered.

"A few minutes ago," he began, in the grave, candid tones of his other profession, "you were trying to tell me something regarding some money. I do not seek your confidence, but it is my duty to advise you that anxiety and worry will work against your recovery. If you have any communication to make about this—to relieve your mind about this— twenty thousand dollars, I think was the amount you mentioned—you would better do so."

Chandler could not turn his head, but he rolled his eyes in the direction of the speaker.

"Did I—say where this—money is?"

"No," answered the physician. "I only inferred, from your scarcely intelligible words, that you felt a solicitude concerning its safety. If it is in this room—"

Doctor James paused. Did he only seem to perceive a flicker of understanding, a gleam of suspicion upon the ironical features of his patient? Had he seemed too eager? Had he said too much? Chandler's next words restored his confidence.

"Where—should it be," he gasped, "but in—the safe—there?"

With his eyes he indicated a corner of the room, where now, for the first time, the doctor perceived a small iron safe, half—concealed by the trailing end of a window curtain.

Rising, he took the sick man's wrist. His pulse was beating in great throbs, with ominous intervals between.

"Lift your arm," said Doctor James.

"You know—I can't move, Doctor."

The physician stepped swiftly to the hall door, opened it, and listened. All was still. Without further circumvention he went to the safe, and examined it. Of a primitive make and simple design, it afforded little more security than protection against light—fingered servants. To his skill it was a mere toy, a thing of straw and paste—board. The money was as good as in his hands. With his clamps he could draw the knob, punch the tumblers and open the door in two minutes. Perhaps, in another way, he might open it in one.

Kneeling upon the floor, he laid his ear to the combination plate, and slowly turned the knob. As he had surmised, it was locked at only a "day com."—upon one number. His keen ear caught the faint warning click as the tumbler was disturbed; he used the clue—the handle turned. He swung the door wide open.

The interior of the safe was bare—not even a scrap of paper rested within the hollow iron cube.

Doctor James rose to his feet and walked back to the bed.

A thick dew had formed upon the dying man's brow, but there was a mocking, grim smile on his lips and in his eyes.

"I never—saw it before," he said, painfully, "medicine and—burglary wedded! Do you—make the—combination pay—dear Doctor?"

Than that situation afforded, there was never a more rigorous test of Doctor James's greatness. Trapped by the diabolic humor of his victim into a position both ridiculous and unsafe, he maintained his dignity as well as his presence of mind. Taking out his watch, he waited for the man to die.

"You were—just a shade—too—anxious—about that money. But it never was—in any danger—from you, dear Doctor. It's safe. Perfectly safe. It's all—in the hands—of the bookmakers. Twenty—thousand— Amy's money. I played it at the races—lost every—cent of it. I've been a pretty bad boy, Burglar—excuse me—Doctor, but I've been a square sport. I don't think—I ever met—such an—eighteen—carat rascal as you are, Doctor—excuse me—Burglar, in all my rounds. Is it contrary—to the ethics—of your—gang, Burglar, to give a victim—excuse me—patient, a drink of water?"

Doctor James brought him a drink. He could scarcely swallow it. The reaction from the powerful drug was coming in regular, intensifying waves. But his moribund fancy must have one more grating fling.

"Gambler—drunkard—spendthrift—I've been those, but—a doctor—burglar!"

The physician indulged himself to but one reply to the other's caustic taunts. Bending low to catch Chandler's fast crystallizing gaze, he pointed to the sleeping lady's door with a gesture so stern and significant that the prostrate man half—lifted his head, with his remaining strength, to see. He saw nothing; but he caught the cold words of the doctor—the last sounds he was to hear:

"I never yet—struck a woman."

It were vain to attempt to con such men. There is no curriculum that can reckon with them in its ken. They are offshoots from the types whereof men say, "He will do this," or "He will do that." We only know that they exist; and that we can observe them, and tell one another of their bare performances, as children watch and speak of the marionettes.

Yet it were a droll study in egoism to consider these two—one an assassin and a robber, standing above his victim; the other baser in his offences, if a lesser law—breaker, lying, abhorred, in the house of the wife he had persecuted, spoiled, and smitten, one a tiger, the other a dog—wolf—to consider each of them sickening at the foulness of the other; and each flourishing out of the mire of his manifest guilt his own immaculate standard—of conduct, if not of honor.

The one retort of Doctor James must have struck home to the other's remaining shreds of shame and manhood, for it proved the coup de grace. A deep blush suffused his face—an ignominious rosa mortis; the respiration ceased, and, with scarcely a tremor, Chandler expired.

Close following upon his last breath came the negress, bringing the medicine. With a hand gently pressing upon the closed eyelids, Doctor James told her of the end. Not grief, but a hereditary rapprochement with death in the abstract, moved her to a dismal, watery snuffling, accompanied by her usual jeremiad.

"Dar now! It's in de Lawd's hands. He am de jedge ob de transgressor, and de suppo't of dem in distress. He gwine hab suppo't us now. Cindy done paid out de last quarter fer dis bottle of physic, and it nebber come to no use."

"Do I understand," asked Doctor James, "that Mrs. Chandler has no money?"

"Money, suh? You know what make Miss Amy fall down and so weak? Stahvation, sub. Nothin' to eat in dis house but some crumbly crackers in three days. Dat angel sell her finger rings and watch mont's ago. Dis fine house, suh, wid de red cyarpets and shiny bureaus, it's all hired; and de man talkin' scan'lous about de rent. Dat debble—'scuse me, Lawd—he done in Yo' hands fer jedgment, now—he made way wid everything."

The physician's silence encouraged her to continue. The history that he gleaned from Cindy's disordered monologue was an old one, of illusion, willfulness, disaster, cruelty and pride. Standing out from the blurred panorama of her gabble were little clear pictures—an ideal home in the far South; a quickly repented marriage; an unhappy season, full of wrongs and abuse, and, of late, an inheritance of money that promised deliverance; its seizure and waste by the dog—wolf during a two months' absence, and his return in the midst of a scandalous carouse. Unobtruded, but visible between every line, ran a pure white thread through the smudged warp of the story—the simple, all—enduring, sublime love of the old negress, following her mistress unswervingly through everything to the end.

When at last she paused, the physician spoke, asking if the house contained whiskey or liquor of any sort. There was, the old woman informed him, half a bottle of brandy left in the sideboard by the dog—wolf.

"Prepare a toddy as I told you," said Doctor James. "Wake your mistress; have her drink it, and tell her what has happened."

Some ten minutes afterward, Mrs. Chandler entered, supported by old Cindy's arm. She appeared to be a little stronger since her sleep and the stimulant she had taken. Doctor James had covered, with a sheet, the form upon the bed.

The lady turned her mournful eyes once, with a half—frightened look, toward it, and pressed closer to her loyal protector. Her eyes were dry and bright. Sorrow seemed to have done its utmost with her. The fount of tears was dried; feeling itself paralyzed.

Doctor James was standing near the table, his overcoat donned, and his hat and medicine case in his hand. His face was calm and impassive— practice had inured him to the sight of human suffering. His lambent brown eyes alone expressed a discreet professional sympathy.

He spoke kindly and briefly, stating that, as the hour was late, and assistance, no doubt, difficult to procure, he would himself send the proper persons to attend to the necessary finalities.

"One matter, in conclusion," said the doctor, pointing to the safe with its still wide—open door. "Your husband, Mrs. Chandler, toward the end, felt that he could not live; and directed me to open that safe, giving me the number upon which the combination is set. In case you may need to use it, you will remember that the number is forty—one. Turn several times to the right; then to the left once; stop at forty—one. He would not permit me to waken you, though he knew the end was near.

"In that safe he said he had placed a sum of money—not large—but enough to enable you to carry out his last request. That was that you should return to your old home, and, in after days, when time shall have made it easier, forgive his many sins against you."

He pointed to the table, where lay an orderly pile of banknotes, surmounted by two stacks of gold coins.

"The money is there—as he described it—eight hundred and thirty dollars. I beg to leave my card with you, in case I can be of any service later on."

So, he had thought of her—and kindly—at the last! So late! And yet the lie fanned into life one last spark of tenderness where she had thought all was turned to ashes and dust. She cried aloud "Rob! Rob!" She turned, and, upon the ready bosom of her true servitor, diluted her grief in relieving tears. It is well to think, also, that in the years to follow, the murderer's falsehood shone like a little star above the grave of love, comforting her, and gaining the forgiveness that is good in itself, whether asked for or no.

Hushed and soothed upon the dark bosom, like a child, by a crooning, babbling sympathy, at last she raised her head—but the doctor was gone.




The Roads We Take



Twenty miles west of Tucson, the "Sunset Express" stopped at a tank to take on water. Besides the aqueous addition the engine of that famous flyer acquired some other things that were not good for it.

While the fireman was lowering the feeding hose, Bob Tidball, "Shark" Dodson and a quarter—bred Creek Indian called John Big Dog climbed on the engine and showed the engineer three round orifices in pieces of ordnance that they carried. These orifices so impressed the engineer with their possibilities that he raised both hands in a gesture such as accompanies the ejaculation "Do tell!"

At the crisp command of Shark Dodson, who was leader of the attacking force the engineer descended to the ground and uncoupled the engine and tender. Then John Big Dog, perched upon the coal, sportively held two guns upon the engine driver and the fireman, and suggested that they run the engine fifty yards away and there await further orders.

Shark Dodson and Bob Tidball, scorning to put such low—grade ore as the passengers through the mill, struck out for the rich pocket of the express car. They found the messenger serene in the belief that the "Sunset Express" was taking on nothing more stimulating and dangerous than aqua pura. While Bob was knocking this idea out of his head with the butt—end of his six—shooter Shark Dodson was already dosing the express—car safe with dynamite.

The safe exploded to the tune of $30,000, all gold and currency. The passengers thrust their heads casually out of the windows to look for the thunder—cloud. The conductor jerked at the bell—rope, which sagged down loose and unresisting, at his tug. Shark Dodson and Bob Tidball, with their booty in a stout canvas bag, tumbled out of the express car and ran awkwardly in their high—heeled boots to the engine.

The engineer, sullenly angry but wise, ran the engine, according to orders, rapidly away from the inert train. But before this was accomplished the express messenger, recovered from Bob Tidball's persuader to neutrality, jumped out of his car with a Winchester rifle and took a trick in the game. Mr. John Big Dog, sitting on the coal tender, unwittingly made a wrong lead by giving an imitation of a target, and the messenger trumped him. With a ball exactly between his shoulder blades the Creek chevalier of industry rolled off to the ground, thus increasing the share of his comrades in the loot by one—sixth each.

Two miles from the tank the engineer was ordered to stop.

The robbers waved a defiant adieu and plunged down the steep slope into the thick woods that lined the track. Five minutes of crashing through a thicket of chaparral brought them to open woods, where three horses were tied to low—hanging branches. One was waiting for John Big Dog, who would never ride by night or day again. This animal the robbers divested of saddle and bridle and set free. They mounted the other two with the bag across one pommel, and rode fast and with discretion through the forest and up a primeval, lonely gorge. Here the animal that bore Bob Tidball slipped on a mossy boulder and broke a foreleg. They shot him through the head at once and sat down to hold a council of flight. Made secure for the present by the tortuous trail they had traveled, the question of time was no longer so big. Many miles and hours lay between them and the spryest posse that could follow. Shark Dodson's horse, with trailing rope and dropped bridle, panted and cropped thankfully of the grass along the stream in the gorge. Bob Tidball opened the sack, drew out double handfuls of the neat packages of currency and the one sack of gold and chuckled with the glee of a child.

"Say, you old double—decked pirate," he called joyfully to Dodson, "you said we could do it—you got a head for financing that knocks the horns off of anything in Arizona."

"What are we going to do about a hoss for you, Bob? We ain't got long to wait here. They'll be on our trail before daylight in the mornin'."

"Oh, I guess that cayuse of yourn'll carry double for a while," answered the sanguine Bob. "We'll annex the first animal we come across. By jingoes, we made a haul, didn't we? Accordin' to the marks on this money there's $30,000—$15,000 apiece!"

"It's short of what I expected," said Shark Dodson, kicking softly at the packages with the toe of his boot. And then he looked pensively at the wet sides of his tired horse.

"Old Bolivar's mighty nigh played out," he said, slowly. "I wish that sorrel of yours hadn't got hurt."

"So do I," said Bob, heartily, "but it can't be helped. Bolivar's got plenty of bottom—he'll get us both far enough to get fresh mounts. Dang it, Shark, I can't help thinkin' how funny it is that an Easterner like you can come out here and give us Western fellows cards and spades in the desperado business. What part of the East was you from, anyway?"

"New York State," said Shark Dodson, sitting down on a boulder and chewing a twig. "I was born on a farm in Ulster County. I ran away from home when I was seventeen. It was an accident my coming West. I was walkin' along the road with my clothes in a bundle, makin' for New York City. I had an idea of goin' there and makin' lots of money. I always felt like I could do it. I came to a place one evenin' where the road forked and I didn't know which fork to take. I studied about it for half an hour, and then I took the left—hand. That night I run into the camp of a Wild West show that was travellin' among the little towns, and I went West with it. I've often wondered if I wouldn't have turned out different if I'd took the other road."

"Oh, I reckon you'd have ended up about the same," said Bob Tidball, cheerfully philosophical. "It ain't the roads we take; it's what's inside of us that makes us turn out the way we do."

Shark Dodson got up and leaned against a tree.

"I'd a good deal rather that sorrel of yourn hadn't hurt himself, Bob," he said again, almost pathetically.

"Same here," agreed Bob; "he was sure a first—rate kind of a crow bait. But Bolivar, he'll pull us through all right. Reckon we'd better be movin' on, hadn't we, Shark? I'll bag this boodle again and we'll hit the trail for higher timber."

Bob Tidball replaced the spoil in the bag and tied the mouth of it tightly with a cord. When he looked up the most prominent object that he saw was the muzzle of Shark Dodson's .45 held upon him without a waver.

"Stop your funnin'," said Bob, with a grin. "We got to be hittin' the breeze."

"Set still," said Shark. "You ain't goin' to hit no breeze, Bob. I hate to tell you, but there ain't any chance for but one of us. Bolivar, he's plenty tired, and he can't carry double."

"We been pards, me and you, Shark Dodson, for three year," Bob said quietly. "We've risked our lives together time and again. I've always give you a square deal, and I thought you was a man. I've heard some queer stories about you shootin' one or two men in a peculiar way, but I never believed 'em. Now if you're just havin' a little fun with me, Shark, put your gun up, and we'll get on Bolivar and vamose. If you mean to shoot—shoot, you black hearted son of a tarantula!"

Shark Dodson's face bore a deeply sorrowful look. "You don't know how bad I feel," he sighed, "about that sorrel of yourn breakin' his leg, Bob."

The expression on Dodson's face changed in an instant to one of cold ferocity mingled with inexorable cupidity. The soul of the man showed itself for a moment like an evil face in the window of a reputable house.

Truly Bob Tidball was never to "hit the breeze" again. The deadly .45 of the false friend cracked and filled the gorge with a roar that the walls hurled back with indignant echoes. And Bolivar, unconscious accomplice, swiftly bore away the last of the holders—up of the "Sunset Express," not put to the stress of "carrying double."

But as "Shark" Dodson galloped away the woods seemed to fade from his view; the revolver in his right hand turned to the curved arm of a mahogany chair; his saddle was strangely upholstered, and he opened his eyes and saw his feet, not in stirrups, but resting quietly on the edge of a quartered—oak desk.

I am telling you that Dodson, of the firm of Dodson & Decker, Wall Street brokers, opened his eyes. Peabody, the confidential clerk, was standing by his chair, hesitating to speak. There was a confused hum of wheels below, and the sedative buzz of an electric fan.

"Ahem! Peabody," said Dodson, blinking. "I must have fallen asleep. I had a most remarkable dream. What is it, Peabody?"

"Mr. Williams, sir, of Tracy & Williams, is outside. He has come to settle his deal in X. Y. Z. The market caught him short, sir, if you remember."

"Yes, I remember. What is X. Y. Z. quoted at today, Peabody?"

"One eighty—five, sir."

"Then that's his price."

"Excuse me," said Peabody, rather nervously, "for speaking of it, but I've been talking to Williams. He's an old friend of yours, Mr. Dodson, and you practically have a corner in X. Y. Z. I thought you might—that is, I thought you might not remember that he sold you the stock at 98. If he settles at the market price it will take every cent he has in the world and his home too to deliver the shares."

The expression on Dodson's face changed in an instant to one of cold ferocity mingled with inexorable cupidity. The soul of the man showed itself for a moment like an evil face in the window of a reputable house.

"He will settle at one eighty—five," said Dodson. "Bolivar cannot carry double."




Conscience in Art



"I never could hold my partner, Andy Tucker, down to legitimate ethics of pure swindling," said Jeff Peters to me one day.

"Andy had too much imagination to be honest. He used to devise schemes of money—getting so fraudulent and high—financial that they wouldn't have been allowed in the bylaws of a railroad rebate system.

"Myself, I never believed in taking any man's dollars unless I gave him something for it—something in the way of rolled gold jewelry, garden seeds, lumbago lotion, stock certificates, stove polish or a crack on the head to show for his money. I guess I must have had New England ancestors away back and inherited some of their stanch and rugged fear of the police.

"But Andy's family tree was in different kind. I don't think he could have traced his descent any further back than a corporation.

"One summer while we was in the middle West, working down the Ohio valley with a line of family albums, headache powders and roach destroyer, Andy takes one of his notions of high and actionable financiering.

"'Jeff,' says he, 'I've been thinking that we ought to drop these rutabaga fanciers and give our attention to something more nourishing and prolific. If we keep on snapshooting these hinds for their egg money we'll be classed as nature fakers. How about plunging into the fastnesses of the skyscraper country and biting some big bull caribous in the chest?'

"'Well,' says I, 'you know my idiosyncrasies. I prefer a square, non— illegal style of business such as we are carrying on now. When I take money I want to leave some tangible object in the other fellow's hands for him to gaze at and to distract his attention from my spoor, even if it's only a Komical Kuss Trick Finger Ring for Squirting Perfume in a Friend's Eye. But if you've got a fresh idea, Andy,' says I, 'let's have a look at it. I'm not so wedded to petty graft that I would refuse something better in the way of a subsidy.'

"'I was thinking,' says Andy, 'of a little hunt without horn, hound or camera among the great herd of the Midas Americanus, commonly known as the Pittsburg millionaires.'

"'In New York?' I asks.

"'No, sir,' says Andy, 'in Pittsburg. That's their habitat. They don't like New York. They go there now and then just because it's expected of 'em.'

"'A Pittsburg millionaire in New York is like a fly in a cup of hot coffee—he attracts attention and comment, but he don't enjoy it. New York ridicules him for "blowing" so much money in that town of sneaks and snobs, and sneers. The truth is, he don't spend anything while he is there. I saw a memorandum of expenses for a ten days trip to Bunkum Town made by a Pittsburg man worth $15,000,000 once. Here's the way he set it down:




"'That's the voice of New York,' goes on Andy. 'The town's nothing but a head waiter. If you tip it too much it'll go and stand by the door and make fun of you to the hat check boy. When a Pittsburger wants to spend money and have a good time he stays at home. That's where we'll go to catch him.'

"Well, to make a dense story more condensed, me and Andy cached our paris green and antipyrine powders and albums in a friend's cellar, and took the trail to Pittsburg. Andy didn't have any especial prospectus of chicanery and violence drawn up, but he always had plenty of confidence that his immoral nature would rise to any occasion that presented itself.

"As a concession to my ideas of self—preservation and rectitude he promised that if I should take an active and incriminating part in any little business venture that we might work up there should be something actual and cognizant to the senses of touch, sight, taste or smell to transfer to the victim for the money so my conscience might rest easy. After that I felt better and entered more cheerfully into the foul play.

"'Andy,' says I, as we strayed through the smoke along the cinder path they call Smithfield street, 'had you figured out how we are going to get acquainted with these coke kings and pig iron squeezers? Not that I would decry my own worth or system of drawing room deportment, and work with the olive fork and pie knife,' says I, 'but isn't the extraneous into the salons of the stogie smokers going to be harder than you imagined?'

"'If there's any handicap at all,' says Andy, 'it's our own refinement and inherent culture. Pittsburg millionaires are a fine body of plain, wholehearted, unassuming, democratic men.

"'They are rough but uncivil in their manners, and though their ways are boisterous and unpolished, under it all they have a great deal of impoliteness and discourtesy. Nearly every one of 'em rose from obscurity,' says Andy, 'and they'll live in it till the town gets to using smoke consumers. If we act simple and unaffected and don't go too far from the saloons and keep making a noise like an import duty on steel rails we won't have any trouble in meeting some of 'em socially.'

"Well Andy and me drifted about town three or four days getting our bearings. We got to knowing several millionaires by sight.

"One used to stop his automobile in front of our hotel and have a quart of champagne brought out to him. When the waiter opened it he'd turn it up to his mouth and drink it out of the bottle. That showed he used to be a glassblower before he made his money.

"One evening Andy failed to come to the hotel for dinner. About 11 o'clock he came into my room.

"'Landed one, Jeff,' says he. 'Twelve millions. Oil, rolling mills, real estate and natural gas. He's a fine man; no airs about him. Made all his money in the last five years. He's got professors posting him up now in education—art and literature and haberdashery and such things.

"'When I saw him he'd just won a bet of $10,000 with a Steel Corporation man that there'd be four suicides in the Allegheny rolling mills today. So everybody in sight had to walk up and have drinks on him. He took a fancy to me and asked me to dinner with him. We went to a restaurant in Diamond alley and sat on stools and had a sparkling Moselle and clam chowder and apple fritters.

"'Then he wanted to show me his bachelor apartment on Liberty street. He's got ten rooms over a fish market with privilege of the bath on the next floor above. He told me it cost him $18,000 to furnish his apartment, and I believe it.

"'He's got $40,000 worth of pictures in one room, and $20,000 worth of curios and antiques in another. His name's Scudder, and he's 45, and taking lessons on the piano and 15,000 barrels of oil a day out of his wells.'

"'All right,' says I. 'Preliminary canter satisfactory. But, kay vooly, voo? What good is the art junk to us? And the oil?'

"'Now, that man,' says Andy, sitting thoughtfully on the bed, 'ain't what you would call an ordinary scutt. When he was showing me his cabinet of art curios his face lighted up like the door of a coke oven. He says that if some of his big deals go through he'll make J. P. Morgan's collection of sweatshop tapestry and Augusta, Me., beadwork look like the contents of an ostrich's craw thrown on a screen by a magic lantern.

"'And then he showed me a little carving,' went on Andy, 'that anybody could see was a wonderful thing. It was something like 2,000 years old, he said. It was a lotus flower with a woman's face in it carved out of a solid piece of ivory.

"Scudder looks it up in a catalogue and describes it. An Egyptian carver named Khafra made two of 'em for King Rameses Ⅱ. about the year B.C.. The other one can't be found. The junkshops and antique bugs have rubbered all Europe for it, but it seems to be out of stock. Scudder paid $2,000 for the one he has.'

"'Oh, well,' says I, 'this sounds like the purling of a rill to me. I thought we came here to teach the millionaires business, instead of learning art from 'em?'

"'Be patient,' says Andy, kindly. 'Maybe we will see a rift in the smoke ere long.'

"All the next morning Andy was out. I didn't see him until about noon. He came to the hotel and called me into his room across the hall. He pulled a roundish bundle about as big as a goose egg out of his pocket and unwrapped it. It was an ivory carving just as he had described the millionaire's to me.

"'I went in an old second hand store and pawnshop a while ago,' says Andy, 'and I see this half hidden under a lot of old daggers and truck. The pawnbroker said he'd had it several years and thinks it was soaked by some Arabs or Turks or some foreign dubs that used to live down by the river.

"'I offered him $2 for it, and I must have looked like I wanted it, for he said it would be taking the pumpernickel out of his children's mouths to hold any conversation that did not lead up to a price of $35. I finally got it for $25.

"'Jeff,' goes on Andy, 'this is the exact counterpart of Scudder's carving. It's absolutely a dead ringer for it. He'll pay $2,000 for it as quick as he'd tuck a napkin under his chin. And why shouldn't it be the genuine other one, anyhow, that the old gypsy whittled out?'

"'Why not, indeed?' says I. 'And how shall we go about compelling him to make a voluntary purchase of it?'

"Andy had his plan all ready, and I'll tell you how we carried it out.

"I got a pair of blue spectacles, put on my black frock coat, rumpled my hair up and became Prof. Pickleman. I went to another hotel, registered, and sent a telegram to Scudder to come to see me at once on important art business. The elevator dumped him on me in less than an hour. He was a foggy man with a clarion voice, smelling of Connecticut wrappers and naphtha.

"'Hello, Profess!' he shouts. 'How's your conduct?'

"I rumpled my hair some more and gave him a blue glass stare.

"'Sir,' says I, 'are you Cornelius T. Scudder? Of Pittsburg, Pennsylvania?'

"'I am,' says he. 'Come out and have a drink.'

"'I've neither the time nor the desire,' says I, 'for such harmful and deleterious amusements. I have come from New York,' says I, 'on a matter of busi—on a matter of art.

"'I learned there that you are the owner of an Egyptian ivory carving of the time of Rameses Ⅱ., representing the head of Queen Isis in a lotus flower. There were only two of such carvings made. One has been lost for many years. I recently discovered and purchased the other in a pawn—in an obscure museum in Vienna. I wish to purchase yours. Name your price.'

"'Well, the great ice jams, Profess!' says Scudder. 'Have you found the other one? Me sell? No. I don't guess Cornelius Scudder needs to sell anything that he wants to keep. Have you got the carving with you, Profess?'

"I shows it to Scudder. He examines it careful all over.

"'It's the article,' says he. 'It's a duplicate of mine, every line and curve of it. Tell you what I'll do,' he says. 'I won't sell, but I'll buy. Give you $2,500 for yours.'

"'Since you won't sell, I will,' says I. 'Large bills, please. I'm a man of few words. I must return to New York tonight. I lecture tomorrow at the aquarium.'

"Scudder sends a check down and the hotel cashes it. He goes off with his piece of antiquity and I hurry back to Andy's hotel, according to arrangement.

"Andy is walking up and down the room looking at his watch.

"'Well?' he says.

"'Twenty-five hundred,' says I. 'Cash.'

"'We've got just eleven minutes,' says Andy, 'to catch the B. & O. westbound. Grab your baggage.'

"'What's the hurry,' says I. 'It was a square deal. And even if it was only an imitation of the original carving it'll take him some time to find it out. He seemed to be sure it was the genuine article.'

"'It was,' says Andy. 'It was his own. When I was looking at his curios yesterday he stepped out of the room for a moment and I pocketed it. Now, will you pick up your suitcase and hurry?'

"'Then,' says I, 'why was that story about finding another one in the pawn—'

"'Oh,' says Andy, 'out of respect for that conscience of yours. Come on.'"




A Retrieved Reformation



A guard came to the prison shoe-shop, where Jimmy Valentine was assiduously stitching uppers, and escorted him to the front office. There the warden handed Jimmy his pardon, which had been signed that morning by the governor. Jimmy took it in a tired kind of way. He had served nearly ten months of a four year sentence. He had expected to stay only about three months, at the longest. When a man with as many friends on the outside as Jimmy Valentine had is received in the "stir" it is hardly worth while to cut his hair.

"Now, Valentine," said the warden, "you'll go out in the morning. Brace up, and make a man of yourself. You're not a bad fellow at heart. Stop cracking safes, and live straight."

"Me?" said Jimmy, in surprise. "Why, I never cracked a safe in my life."

"Oh, no," laughed the warden. "Of course not. Let's see, now. How was it you happened to get sent up on that Springfield job? Was it because you wouldn't prove an alibi for fear of compromising somebody in extremely high-toned society? Or was it simply a case of a mean old jury that had it in for you? It's always one or the other with you innocent victims."

"Me?" said Jimmy, still blankly virtuous. "Why, warden, I never was in Springfield in my life!"

"Take him back, Cronin!" said the warden, "and fix him up with outgoing clothes. Unlock him at seven in the morning, and let him come to the bull-pen. Better think over my advice, Valentine."

At a quarter past seven on the next morning Jimmy stood in the warden's outer office. He had on a suit of the villainously fitting, ready-made clothes and a pair of the stiff, squeaky shoes that the state furnishes to its discharged compulsory guests.

The clerk handed him a railroad ticket and the five-dollar bill with which the law expected him to rehabilitate himself into good citizenship and prosperity. The warden gave him a cigar, and shook hands. Valentine, 9762, was chronicled on the books, "Pardoned by Governor," and Mr. James Valentine walked out into the sunshine.

Disregarding the song of the birds, the waving green trees, and the smell of the flowers, Jimmy headed straight for a restaurant. There he tasted the first sweet joys of liberty in the shape of a broiled chicken and a bottle of white wine—followed by a cigar a grade better than the one the warden had given him. From there he proceeded leisurely to the depot. He tossed a quarter into the hat of a blind man sitting by the door, and boarded his train. Three hours set him down in a little town near the state line. He went to the cafe of one Mike Dolan and shook hands with Mike, who was alone behind the bar.

"Sorry we couldn't make it sooner, Jimmy, me boy," said Mike. "But we had that protest from Springfield to buck against, and the governor nearly balked. Feeling all right?"

"Fine," said Jimmy. "Got my key?"

He got his key and went upstairs, unlocking the door of a room at the rear. Everything was just as he had left it. There on the floor was still Ben Price's collar-button that had been torn from that eminent detective's shirt-band when they had overpowered Jimmy to arrest him.

Pulling out from the wall a folding-bed, Jimmy slid back a panel in the wall and dragged out a dust-covered suitcase. He opened this and gazed fondly at the finest set of burglar's tools in the East. It was a complete set, made of specially tempered steel, the latest designs in drills, punches, braces and bits, jimmies, clamps, and augers, with two or three novelties, invented by Jimmy himself, in which he took pride. Over nine hundred dollars they had cost him to have made at—, a place where they make such things for the profession.

In half an hour Jimmy went down stairs and through the cafe. He was now dressed in tasteful and well-fitting clothes, and carried his dusted and cleaned suitcase in his hand.

"Got anything on?" asked Mike Dolan, genially.

"Me?" said Jimmy, in a puzzled tone. "I don't understand. I'm representing the New York Amalgamated Short Snap Biscuit Cracker and Frazzled Wheat Company."

This statement delighted Mike to such an extent that Jimmy had to take a seltzer-and-milk on the spot. He never touched "hard" drinks.

A week after the release of Valentine, 9762, there was a neat job of safe-burglary done in Richmond, Indiana, with no clue to the author. A scant eight hundred dollars was all that was secured. Two weeks after that a patented, improved, burglar-proof safe in Logansport was opened like a cheese to the tune of fifteen hundred dollars, currency; securities and silver untouched. That began to interest the rogue-catchers. Then an old-fashioned bank-safe in Jefferson City became active and threw out of its crater an eruption of bank-notes amounting to five thousand dollars. The losses were now high enough to bring the matter up into Ben Price's class of work. By comparing notes, a remarkable similarity in the methods of the burglaries was noticed. Ben Price investigated the scenes of the robberies, and was heard to remark:

"That's Dandy Jim Valentine's autograph. He's resumed business. Look at that combination knob—jerked out as easy as pulling up a radish in wet weather. He's got the only clamps that can do it. And look how clean those tumblers were punched out! Jimmy never has to drill but one hole. Yes, I guess I want Mr. Valentine. He'll do his bit next time without any short-time or clemency foolishness."

Ben Price knew Jimmy's habits. He had learned them while working on the Springfield case. Long jumps, quick get-aways, no confederates, and a taste for good society—these ways had helped Mr. Valentine to become noted as a successful dodger of retribution. It was given out that Ben Price had taken up the trail of the elusive cracksman, and other people with burglar-proof safes felt more at ease.

One afternoon Jimmy Valentine and his suitcase climbed out of the mail-hack in Elmore, a little town five miles off the railroad down in the black-jack country of Arkansas. Jimmy, looking like an athletic young senior just home from college, went down the board side-walk toward the hotel.

A young lady crossed the street, passed him at the corner and entered a door over which was the sign, "The Elmore Bank." Jimmy Valentine looked into her eyes, forgot what he was, and became another man. She lowered her eyes and colored slightly. Young men of Jimmy's style and looks were scarce in Elmore.

Jimmy collared a boy that was loafing on the steps of the bank as if he were one of the stockholders, and began to ask him questions about the town, feeding him dimes at intervals. By and by the young lady came out, looking royally unconscious of the young man with the suitcase, and went her way.

"Isn' that young lady Polly Simpson?" asked Jimmy, with specious guile.

"Naw," said the boy. "She's Annabel Adams. Her pa owns this bank. Why'd you come to Elmore for? Is that a gold watch-chain? I'm going to get a bulldog. Got any more dimes?"

Jimmy went to the Planters' Hotel, registered as Ralph D. Spencer, and engaged a room. He leaned on the desk and declared his platform to the clerk. He said he had come to Elmore to look for a location to go into business. How was the shoe business, now, in the town? He had thought of the shoe business. Was there an opening?

The clerk was impressed by the clothes and manner of Jimmy. He, himself, was something of a pattern of fashion to the thinly gilded youth of Elmore, but he now perceived his shortcomings. While trying to figure out Jimmy's manner of tying his four-in-hand he cordially gave information.

Yes, there ought to be a good opening in the shoe line. There wasn't an exclusive shoe-store in the place. The dry-goods and general stores handled them. Business in all lines was fairly good. Hoped Mr. Spencer would decide to locate in Elmore. He would find it a pleasant town to live in, and the people very sociable.

Mr. Spencer thought he would stop over in the town a few days and look over the situation. No, the clerk needn't call the boy. He would carry up his suitcase, himself; it was rather heavy.

Mr. Ralph Spencer, the phoenix that arose from Jimmy Valentine's ashes—ashes left by the flame of a sudden and alterative attack of love—remained in Elmore, and prospered. He opened a shoe-store and secured a good run of trade.

Socially he was also a success, and made many friends. And he accomplished the wish of his heart. He met Miss Annabel Adams, and became more and more captivated by her charms.

At the end of a year the situation of Mr. Ralph Spencer was this: he had won the respect of the community, his shoe-store was flourishing, and he and Annabel were engaged to be married in two weeks. Mr. Adams, the typical, plodding, country banker, approved of Spencer. Annabel's pride in him almost equaled her affection. He was as much at home in the family of Mr. Adams and that of Annabel's married sister as if he were already a member.

One day Jimmy sat down in his room and wrote this letter, which he mailed to the safe address of one of his old friends in St. Louis:

Dear Old Pal:

I want you to be at Sullivan's place, in Little Rock, next Wednesday night, at nine o'clock. I want you to wind up some little matters for me. And, also, I want to make you a present of my kit of tools. I know you'll be glad to get them—you couldn't duplicate the lot for a thousand dollars. Say, Billy, I've quit the old business—a year ago. I've got a nice store. I'm making an honest living, and I'm going to marry the finest girl on earth two weeks from now. It's the only life, Billy—the straight one. I wouldn't touch a dollar of another man's money now for a million.

After I get married I'm going to sell out and go West, where there won't be so much danger of having old scores brought up against me. I tell you, Billy, she's an angel. She believes in me; and I wouldn't do another crooked thing for the whole world. Be sure to be at Sully's, for I must see you. I'll bring along the tools with me.

Your old friend,

Jimmy.

On the Monday night after Jimmy wrote this letter, Ben Price jogged unobtrusively into Elmore in a livery buggy. He lounged about town in his quiet way until he found out what he wanted to know. From the drug-store across the street from Spencer's shoe-store he got a good look at Ralph D. Spencer.

"Going to marry the banker's daughter are you, Jimmy?" said Ben to himself, softly. "Well, I don't know!"

The next morning Jimmy took breakfast at the Adamses. He was going to Little Rock that day to order his wedding-suit and buy something nice for Annabel. That would be the first time he had left town since he came to Elmore. It had been more than a year now since those last professional "jobs", and he thought he could safely venture out.

After breakfast quite a family party went downtown together—Mr. Adams, Annabel, Jimmy, and Annabel's married sister with her two little girls, aged five and nine. They came by the hotel where Jimmy still boarded, and he ran up to his room and brought along his suitcase. Then they went on to the bank. There stood Jimmy's horse and buggy and Dolph Gibson, who was going to drive him over to the railroad station.

All went inside the high, carved oak railings into the banking-room—Jimmy included; for Mr. Adams's future son-in-law was welcome anywhere. The clerks were pleased to be greeted by the good-looking, agreeable young man who was going to marry Miss Annabel. Jimmy set his suitcase down. Annabel, whose heart was bubbling with happiness and lively youth, put on Jimmy's hat, and picked up the suitcase. "Wouldn't I make a nice drummer?" said Annabel. "My! Ralph, how heavy it is? Feels like it was full of gold bricks."

"Lot of nickel-plated shoe-horns in there," said Jimmy, coolly, "that I'm going to return. Thought I'd save express charges by taking them up. I'm getting awfully economical."

The Elmore Bank had just put in a new safe and vault. Mr. Adams was very proud of it, and insisted on an inspection by every one. The vault was a small one, but it had a new, patented door. It fastened with three solid steel bolts thrown simultaneously with a single handle, and had a time-lock. Mr. Adams beamingly explained its workings to Mr. Spencer, who showed a courteous but not too intelligent interest. The two children, May and Agatha, were delighted by the shining metal and funny clock and knobs.

While they were thus engaged Ben Price sauntered in and leaned on his elbow, looking casually inside between the railings. He told the teller that he didn't want anything; he was just waiting for a man he knew.

Suddenly there was a scream or two from the women, and a commotion. Unperceived by the elders, May, the nine-year-old girl, in a spirit of play, had shut Agatha in the vault. She had then shot the bolts and turned the knob of the combination as she had seen Mr. Adams do.

The old banker sprang to the handle and tugged at it for a moment. "The door can't be opened," he groaned. "The clock hasn't been wound nor the combination set."

Agatha's mother screamed again, hysterically.

"Hush!" said Mr. Adams, raising his trembling hand. "All be quite for a moment. Agatha!" he called as loudly as he could. "Listen to me." During the following silence they could just hear the faint sound of the child wildly shrieking in the dark vault in a panic of terror.

"My precious darling!" wailed the mother. "She will die of fright! Open the door! Oh, break it open! Can't you men do something?"

"There isn't a man nearer than Little Rock who can open that door," said Mr. Adams, in a shaky voice. "My God! Spencer, what shall we do? That child—she can't stand it long in there. There isn't enough air, and, besides, she'll go into convulsions from fright."

Agatha's mother, frantic now, beat the door of the vault with her hands. Somebody wildly suggested dynamite. Annabel turned to Jimmy, her large eyes full of anguish, but not yet despairing. To a woman nothing seems quite impossible to the powers of the man she worships.

"Can't you do something, Ralph—/try/, won't you?"

He looked at her with a queer, soft smile on his lips and in his keen eyes.

"Annabel," he said, "give me that rose you are wearing, will you?"

Hardly believing that she heard him aright, she unpinned the bud from the bosom of her dress, and placed it in his hand. Jimmy stuffed it into his vest-pocket, threw off his coat and pulled up his shirt-sleeves. With that act Ralph D. Spencer passed away and Jimmy Valentine took his place.

"Get away from the door, all of you," he commanded, shortly.

He set his suitcase on the table, and opened it out flat. From that time on he seemed to be unconscious of the presence of anyone else. He laid out the shining, queer implements swiftly and orderly, whistling softly to himself as he always did when at work. In a deep silence and immovable, the others watched him as if under a spell.

In a minute Jimmy's pet drill was biting smoothly into the steel door. In ten minutes—breaking his own burglarious record—he threw back the bolts and opened the door.

Agatha, almost collapsed, but safe, was gathered into her mother's arms.

Jimmy Valentine put on his coat, and walked outside the railings towards the front door. As he went he thought he heard a far-away voice that he once knew call "Ralph!" But he never hesitated.

At the door a big man stood somewhat in his way.

"Hello, Ben!" said Jimmy, still with his strange smile. "Got around at last, have you? Well, let's go. I don't know that it makes much difference, now."

And then Ben Price acted rather strangely.

"Guess you're mistaken, Mr. Spencer," he said. "Don't believe I recognize you. Your buggy's waiting for you, ain't it?"

And Ben Price turned and strolled down the street.




The Romance of a Busy Broker



Pitcher, confidential clerk in the office of Harvey Maxwell, broker, allowed a look of mild interest and surprise to visit his usually expressionless countenance when his employer briskly entered at half past nine in company with his young lady stenographer. With a snappy "Good morning, Pitcher," Maxwell dashed at his desk as though he were intending to leap over it, and then plunged into the great heap of letters and telegrams waiting there for him.

The young lady had been Maxwell's stenographer for a year. She was beautiful in a way that was decidedly unstenographic. She forewent the pomp of the alluring pompadour. She wore no chains, bracelets or lockets. She had not the air of being about to accept an invitation to luncheon. Her dress was grey and plain, but it fitted her figure with fidelity and discretion. In her neat black turban hat was the gold-green wing of a macaw. On this morning she was softly and shyly radiant. Her eyes were dreamily bright, her cheeks genuine peach blow, her expression a happy one, tinged with reminiscence.

Pitcher, still mildly curious, noticed a difference in her ways this morning. Instead of going straight into the adjoining room, where her desk was, she lingered, slightly irresolute, in the outer office. Once she moved over by Maxwell's desk, near enough for him to be aware of her presence.

The machine sitting at that desk was no longer a man; it was a busy New York broker, moved by buzzing wheels and uncoiling springs.

"Well—what is it? Anything?" asked Maxwell sharply. His opened mail lay like a bank of stage snow on his crowded desk. His keen grey eye, impersonal and brusque, flashed upon her half impatiently.

"Nothing," answered the stenographer, moving away with a little smile.

"Mr. Pitcher," she said to the confidential clerk, "did Mr. Maxwell say anything yesterday about engaging another stenographer?"

"He did," answered Pitcher. "He told me to get another one. I notified the agency yesterday afternoon to send over a few samples this morning. It's 9: 45 o'clock, and not a single picture hat or piece of pineapple chewing gum has showed up yet."

"I will do the work as usual, then," said the young lady, "until some one comes to fill the place." And she went to her desk at once and hung the black turban hat with the gold-green macaw wing in its accustomed place.

He who has been denied the spectacle of a busy Manhattan broker during a rush of business is handicapped for the profession of anthropology. The poet sings of the "crowded hour of glorious life." The broker's hour is not only crowded, but the minutes and seconds are hanging to all the straps and packing both front and rear platforms.

And this day was Harvey Maxwell's busy day. The ticker began to reel out jerkily its fitful coils of tape; the desk telephone had a chronic attack of buzzing. Men began to throng into the office and call at him over the railing, jovially, sharply, viciously, excitedly. Messenger boys ran in and out with messages and telegrams. The clerks in the office jumped about like sailors during a storm. Even Pitcher's face relaxed into something resembling animation.

On the Exchange there were hurricanes and landslides and snowstorms and glaciers and volcanoes, and those elemental disturbances were reproduced in miniature in the broker's offices. Maxwell shoved his chair against the wall and transacted business after the manner of a toe dancer. He jumped from ticker to phone, from desk to door with the trained agility of a harlequin.

In the midst of this growing and important stress the broker became suddenly aware of a high-rolled fringe of golden hair under a nodding canopy of velvet and ostrich tips, an imitation sealskin sacque and a string of beads as large as hickory nuts, ending near the floor with a silver heart. There was a self-possessed young lady connected with these accessories; and Pitcher was there to construe her.

"Lady from the Stenographer's Agency to see about the position," said Pitcher.

Maxwell turned half around, with his hands full of papers and ticker tape.

"What position?" he asked, with a frown.

"Position of stenographer," said Pitcher. "You told me yesterday to call them up and have one sent over this morning."

"You are losing your mind, Pitcher," said Maxwell. "Why should I have given you any such instructions? Miss Leslie has given perfect satisfaction during the year she has been here. The place is hers as long as she chooses to retain it. There's no place open here, madam. Countermand that order with the agency, Pitcher, and don't bring any more of 'em in here."

The silver heart left the office, swinging and banging itself independently against the office furniture as it indignantly departed. Pitcher seized a moment to remark to the bookkeeper that the "old man" seemed to get more absent-minded and forgetful every day of the world.

The rush and pace of business grew fiercer and faster. On the floor they were pounding half a dozen stocks in which Maxwell's customers were heavy investors. Orders to buy and sell were coming and going as swift as the flight of swallows. Some of his own holdings were imperiled, and the man was working like some high-geared, delicate, strong machine—strung to full tension, going at full speed, accurate, never hesitating, with the proper word and decision and act ready and prompt as clockwork. Stocks and bonds, loans and mortgages, margins and securities—here was a world of finance, and there was no room in it for the human world or the world of nature.

When the luncheon hour drew near there came a slight lull in the uproar.

Maxwell stood by his desk with his hands full of telegrams and memoranda, with a fountain pen over his right ear and his hair hanging in disorderly strings over his forehead. His window was open, for the beloved janitress Spring had turned on a little warmth through the waking registers of the earth.

And through the window came a wandering—perhaps a lost—odour—a delicate, sweet odour of lilac that fixed the broker for a moment immovable. For this odour belonged to Miss Leslie; it was her own, and hers only.

The odour brought her vividly, almost tangibly before him. The world of finance dwindled suddenly to a speck. And she was in the next room—twenty steps away.

"By George, I'll do it now," said Maxwell, half aloud. "I'll ask her now. I wonder I didn't do it long ago."

He dashed into the inner office with the haste of a short trying to cover. He charged upon the desk of the stenographer.

She looked up at him with a smile. A soft pink crept over her cheek, and her eyes were kind and frank. Maxwell leaned one elbow on her desk. He still clutched fluttering papers with both hands and the pen was above his ear.

"Miss Leslie," he began hurriedly, "I have but a moment to spare. I want to say something in that moment. Will you be my wife? I haven't had time to make love to you in the ordinary way, but I really do love you. Talk quick, please—those fellows are clubbing the stuffing out of Union Pacific."

"Oh, what are you talking about?" exclaimed the young lady. She rose to her feet and gazed upon him, round-eyed.

"Don't you understand?" said Maxwell, restively. "I want you to marry me. I love you, Miss Leslie. I wanted to tell you, and I snatched a minute when things had slackened up a bit. They're calling me for the phone now. Tell 'em to wait a minute, Pitcher. Won't you, Miss Leslie?"

The stenographer acted very queerly. At first she seemed overcome with amazement; then tears flowed from her wondering eyes; and then she smiled sunnily through them, and one of her arms slid tenderly about the broker's neck.

"I know now," she said, softly. "It's this old business that has driven everything else out of your head for the time. I was frightened at first. Don't you remember, Harvey? We were married last evening at 8 o'clock in the Little Church Around the Corner."




Roads of Destiny





I




I go to seek on many roads What is to be.



True heart and strong, with love to light—



Will they not bear me in the fight



To order, shun or wield or mould



My Destiny?



Unpublished Poems of David Mignot.






The song was over. The words were David's; the air, one of the countryside. The company about the inn table applauded heartily, for the young poet paid for the wine. Only the notary, M. Papineau, shook his head a little at the lines, for he was a man of books, and he had not drunk with the rest.

David went out into the village street, where the night air drove the wine vapor from his head. And then he remembered that he and Yvonne had quarreled that day, and that he had resolved to leave his home that night to seek fame and honor in the great world outside.

"When my poems are on every man's tongue," he told himself, in a fine exhilaration, "she will, perhaps, think of the hard words she spoke this day."

Except the roisterers in the tavern, the village folk were abed. David crept softly into his room in the shed of his father's cottage and made a bundle of his small store of clothing. With this upon a staff, he set his face outward upon the road that ran from Vernoy.

He passed his father's herd of sheep, huddled in their nightly pen—the sheep he herded daily, leaving them to scatter while he wrote verses on scraps of paper. He saw a light yet shining in Yvonne's window, and a weakness shook his purpose of a sudden. Perhaps that light meant that she rued, sleepless, her anger, and that morning might—But, no! His decision was made. Vernoy was no place for him. Not one soul there could share his thoughts. Out along that road lay his fate and his future.

Three leagues across the dim, moonlit champaign ran the road, straight as a ploughman's furrow. It was believed in the village that the road ran to Paris, at least; and this name the poet whispered often to himself as he walked. Never so far from Vernoy had David traveled before.



THE LEFT BRANCH



Three leagues, then, the road ran, and turned into a puzzle. It joined with another and a larger road at right angles. David stood, uncertain, for a while, and then took the road to the left.

Upon this more important highway were, imprinted in the dust, wheel tracks left by the recent passage of some vehicle. Some half an hour later these traces were verified by the sight of a ponderous carriage mired in a little brook at the bottom of a steep hill. The driver and postilions were shouting and tugging at the horses' bridles. On the road at one side stood a huge, black-clothed man and a slender lady wrapped in a long, light cloak.

David saw the lack of skill in the efforts of the servants. He quietly assumed control of the work. He directed the outriders to cease their clamor at the horses and to exercise their strength upon the wheels. The driver alone urged the animals with his familiar voice; David himself heaved a powerful shoulder at the rear of the carriage, and with one harmonious tug the great vehicle rolled up on solid ground. The outriders climbed to their places.

David stood for a moment upon one foot. The huge gentleman waved a hand. "You will enter the carriage," he said, in a voice large, like himself, but smoothed by art and habit. Obedience belonged in the path of such a voice. Brief as was the young poet's hesitation, it was cut shorter still by a renewal of the command. David's foot went to the step. In the darkness he perceived dimly the form of the lady upon the rear seat. He was about to seat himself opposite, when the voice again swayed him to its will. "You will sit at the lady's side."

The gentleman swung his great weight to the forward seat. The carriage proceeded up the hill. The lady was shrunk, silent, into her corner. David could not estimate whether she was old or young, but a delicate, mild perfume from her clothes stirred his poet's fancy to the belief that there was loveliness beneath the mystery. Here was an adventure such as he had often imagined. But as yet he held no key to it, for no word was spoken while he sat with his impenetrable companions.

In an hour's time David perceived through the window that the vehicle traversed the street of some town. Then it stopped in front of a closed and darkened house, and a postilion alighted to hammer impatiently upon the door. A latticed window above flew wide and a night capped head popped out.

"Who are ye that disturb honest folk at this time of night? My house is closed. It's too late for profitable travelers to be abroad. Cease knocking at my door, and be off."

"Open!" spluttered the postilion, loudly; "open for Monsiegneur the Marquis de Beaupertuys."

"Ah!" cried the voice above. "Ten thousand pardons, my lord. I did not know—the hour is so late—at once shall the door be opened, and the house placed at my lord's disposal."

Inside was heard the clink of chain and bar, and the door was flung open. Shivering with chill and apprehension, the landlord of the Silver Flagon stood, half clad, candle in hand, upon the threshold.

David followed the Marquis out of the carriage. "Assist the lady," he was ordered. The poet obeyed. He felt her small hand tremble as he guided her descent. "Into the house," was the next command.

The room was the long dining-hall of the tavern. A great oak table ran down its length. The huge gentleman seated himself in a chair at the nearer end. The lady sank into another against the wall, with an air of great weariness. David stood, considering how best he might now take his leave and continue upon his way.

"My lord," said the landlord, bowing to the floor, "h-had I ex-expected this honor, entertainment would have been ready. T-t-there is wine and cold fowl and m-m-maybe—"

"Candles," said the marquis, spreading the fingers of one plump white hand in a gesture he had.

"Y-yes, my lord." He fetched half a dozen candles, lighted them, and set them upon the table.

"If monsieur would, perhaps, deign to taste a certain Burgundy—there is a cask—"

"Candles," said monsieur, spreading his fingers.

"Assuredly—quickly—I fly, my lord."

A dozen more lighted candles shone in the hall. The great bulk of the marquis overflowed his chair. He was dressed in fine black from head to foot save for the snowy ruffles at his wrist and throat. Even the hilt and scabbard of his sword were black. His expression was one of sneering pride. The ends of an upturned moustache reached nearly to his mocking eyes.

The lady sat motionless, and now David perceived that she was young, and possessed of pathetic and appealing beauty. He was startled from the contemplation of her forlorn loveliness by the booming voice of the marquis.

"What is your name and pursuit?"

"David Mignot. I am a poet."

The moustache of the marquis curled nearer to his eyes.

"How do you live?"

"I am also a shepherd; I guarded my father's flock," David answered, with his head high, but a flush upon his cheek.

"Then listen, master shepherd and poet, to the fortune you have blundered upon tonight. This lady is my niece, Mademoiselle Lucie de Varennes. She is of noble descent and is possessed of ten thousand francs a year in her own right. As to her charms, you have but to observe for yourself. If the inventory pleases your shepherd's heart, she becomes your wife at a word. Do not interrupt me. Tonight I conveyed her to the chateau of the Comte de Villemaur, to whom her hand had been promised. Guests were present; the priest was waiting; her marriage to one eligible in rank and fortune was ready to be accomplished. At the alter this demoiselle, so meek and dutiful, turned upon me like a leopardess, charged me with cruelty and crimes, and broke, before the gaping priest, the troth I had plighted for her. I swore there and then, by ten thousand devils, that she should marry the first man we met after leaving the chateau, be he prince, charcoal-burner, or thief. You, shepherd, are the first. Mademoiselle must be wed this night. If not you, then another. You have ten minutes in which to make your decision. Do not vex me with words or questions. Ten minutes, shepherd; and they are speeding."

The marquis drummed loudly with his white fingers upon the table. He sank into a veiled attitude of waiting. It was as if some great house had shut its doors and windows against approach. David would have spoken, but the huge man's bearing stopped his tongue. Instead, he stood by the lady's chair and bowed.

"Mademoiselle," he said, and he marveled to find his words flowing easily before so much elegance and beauty. "You have heard me say I was a shepherd. I have also had the fancy, at times, that I am a poet. If it be the test of a poet to adore and cherish the beautiful, that fancy is now strengthened. Can I serve you in any way, mademoiselle?"

The young woman looked up at him with eyes dry and mournful. His frank, glowing face, made serious by the gravity of the adventure, his strong, straight figure and the liquid sympathy in his blue eyes, perhaps, also, her imminent need of long-denied help and kindness, thawed her to sudden tears.

"Monsieur," she said, in low tones, "you look to be true and kind. He is my uncle, the brother of my father, and my only relative. He loved my mother, and he hates me because I am like her. He has made my life one long terror. I am afraid of his very looks, and never before dared to disobey him. But tonight he would have married me to a man three times my age. You will forgive me for bringing this vexation upon you, monsieur. You will, of course, decline this mad act he tries to force upon you. But let me thank you for your generous words, at least. I have had none spoken to me in so long."

There was now something more than generosity in the poet's eyes. Poet he must have been, for Yvonne was forgotten; this fine, new loveliness held him with its freshness and grace. The subtle perfume from her filled him with strange emotions. His tender look fell warmly upon her. She leaned to it, thirstily.

"Ten minutes," said David, "is given me in which to do what I would devote years to achieve. I will not say I pity you, mademoiselle; it would not be true—I love you. I cannot ask love from you yet, but let me rescue you from this cruel man, and, in time, love may come. I think I have a future; I will not always be a shepherd. For the present I will cherish you with all my heart and make your life less sad. Will you trust your fate to me, mademoiselle?"

"Ah, you would sacrifice yourself from pity!"

"From love. The time is almost up, mademoiselle."

"You will regret it, and despise me."

"I will live only to make you happy, and myself worthy of you."

Her fine small hand crept into his from beneath her cloak.

"I will trust you," she breathed, "with my life. And—and love—may not be so far off as you think. Tell him. Once away from the power of his eyes I may forget."

David went and stood before the marquis. The black figure stirred, and the mocking eyes glanced at the great hall clock.

"Two minutes to spare. A shepherd requires eight minutes to decide whether he will accept a bride of beauty and income! Speak up, shepherd, do you consent to become mademoiselle's husband?"

"Mademoiselle," said David, standing proudly, "has done me the honor to yield to my request that she become my wife."

"Well said!" said the marquis. "You have yet the making of a courtier in you, master shepherd. Mademoiselle could have drawn a worse prize, after all. And now to be done with the affair as quick as the Church and the devil will allow!"

He struck the table soundly with his sword hilt. The landlord came, knee-shaking, bringing more candles in the hope of anticipating the great lord's whims. "Fetch a priest," said the marquis, "a priest; do you understand? In ten minutes have a priest here, or—"

The landlord dropped his candles and flew.

The priest came, heavy-eyed and ruffled. He made David Mignot and Lucie de Verennes man and wife, pocketed a gold piece that the marquis tossed him, and shuffled out again into the night.

"Wine," ordered the marquis, spreading his ominous fingers at the host.

"Fill glasses," he said, when it was brought. He stood up at the head of the table in the candlelight, a black mountain of venom and conceit, with something like the memory of an old love turned to poison in his eyes, as it fell upon his niece.

"Monsieur Mignot," he said, raising his wineglass, "drink after I say this to you: You have taken to be your wife one who will make your life a foul and wretched thing. The blood in her is an inheritance running black lies and red ruin. She will bring you shame and anxiety. The devil that descended to her is there in her eyes and skin and mouth that stoop even to beguile a peasant. There is your promise, monsieur poet, for a happy life. Drink your wine. At last, mademoiselle, I am rid of you."

The marquis drank. A little grievous cry, as if from a sudden wound, came from the girl's lips. David, with his glass in his hand, stepped forward three paces and faced the marquis. There was little of a shepherd in his bearing.

"Just now," he said, calmly, "you did me the honor to call me 'monsieur.' May I hope, therefore that my marriage to mademoiselle has placed me somewhat nearer to you in—let us say, reflected rank—has given me the right to stand more as an equal to monsignor in a certain little piece of business I have in my mind?"

"You may hope, shepherd," sneered the marquis.

"Then," said David, dashing his glass of wine into the contemptuous eyes that mocked him, "perhaps you will condescend to fight me."

The fury of the great lord outbroke in one sudden curse like a blast from a horn. He tore his sword from its black sheath; he called to the hovering landlord: "A sword there, for this lout!" He turned to the lady, with a laugh that chilled her heart, and said: "You put much labor upon me, Madame. It seems I must find you a husband and make you a widow in the same night."

"I know not sword-play," said David. He flushed to make the confession before his lady.

"'I know not sword-play,'" mimicked the marquis. "Shall we fight like peasants with oaken cudgels? Hola! Francois, my pistols!"

A postilion brought two shining great pistols ornamented with carven silver, from the carriage holsters. The marquis tossed one upon the table near David's hand. "To the other end of the table," he cried; "even a shepherd may pull a trigger. Few of them attain the honor to die by the weapon of a De Beaupertuys."

The shepherd and the marquis faced each other from the ends of the long table. The landlord, in an ague of terror, clutched the air and stammered: "M-M-Monseigneur, for the love of Christ! not in my house!—do not spill blood—it will ruin my custom—" The look of the marquis, threatening him, paralyzed his tongue.

"Coward," cried the lord of Beaupertuys, "cease chattering your teeth long enough to give the word for us, if you can."

Mine host's knees smote the floor. He was without a vocabulary. Even sounds were beyond him. Still, by gestures he seemed to beseech peace in the name of his house and custom.

"I will give the word," said the lady, in a clear voice. She went up to David and kissed him sweetly. Her eyes were sparkling bright, and color had come to her cheek. She stood against the wall, and the two men leveled their pistols for her count.


"Un—deux—trois!"


The two reports came so nearly together that the candles flickered but once. The marquis stood, smiling, the fingers of his left hand resting, outspread, upon the end of the table. David remained erect, and turned his head very slowly, searching for his wife with his eyes. Then, as a garment falls from where it is hung, he sank, crumpled, upon the floor.

With a little cry of terror and despair, the widowed maid ran and stooped above him. She found his wound, and then looked up with her old look of pale melancholy. "Through his heart," she whispered. "Oh, his heart!"

"Come," boomed the great voice of the marquis, "out with you to the carriage! Daybreak shall not find you on my hands. Wed you shall be again, and to a living husband, this night. The next we come upon, my lady, highwayman or peasant. If the road yields no other, then the churl that opens my gates. Out with you into the carriage!"

The marquis, implacable and huge, the lady wrapped again in the mystery of her cloak, the postilion bearing the weapons—all moved out to the waiting carriage. The sound of its ponderous wheels rolling away echoed through the slumbering village. In the hall of the Silver Flagon the distracted landlord wrung his hands above the slain poet's body, while the flames of the four and twenty candles danced and flickered on the table.



THE RIGHT BRANCH



Three leagues, then, the road ran, and turned into a puzzle. It joined with another and a larger road at right angles. David stood, uncertain, for a while, and then took the road to the right.

Whither it led he knew not, but he was resolved to leave Vernoy far behind that night. He traveled a league and then passed a large chateau which showed testimony of recent entertainment. Lights shone from every window; from the great stone gateway ran a tracery of wheel tracks drawn in the dust by the vehicles of the guests.

Three leagues farther and David was weary. He rested and slept for a while on a bed of pine boughs at the roadside. Then up and on again along the unknown way.

Thus for five days he traveled the great road, sleeping upon Nature's balsamic beds or in peasants' ricks, eating of their black, hospitable bread, drinking from streams or the willing cup of the goatherd.

At length he crossed a great bridge and set his foot within the smiling city that has crushed or crowned more poets than all the rest of the world. His breath came quickly as Paris sang to him in a little undertone her vital chant of greeting—the hum of voice and foot and wheel.

High up under the eaves of an old house in the Rue Conti, David paid for lodging, and set himself, in a wooden chair, to his poems. The street, once sheltering citizens of import and consequence, was now given over to those who ever follow in the wake of decline.

The houses were tall and still possessed of a ruined dignity, but many of them were empty save for dust and the spider. By night there was the clash of steel and the cries of brawlers straying restlessly from inn to inn. Where once gentility abode was now but a rancid and rude incontinence. But here David found housing commensurate to his scant purse. Daylight and candlelight found him at pen and paper.

One afternoon he was returning from a foraging trip to the lower world, with bread and curds and a bottle of thin wine. Halfway up his dark stairway he met—or rather came upon, for she rested on the stair—a young woman of a beauty that should balk even the justice of a poet's imagination. A loose, dark cloak, flung open, showed a rich gown beneath. Her eyes changed swiftly with every little shade of thought. Within one moment they would be round and artless like a child's, and long and cozening like a gypsy's. One hand raised her gown, undraping a little shoe, high-heeled, with its ribbons dangling, untied. So heavenly she was, so unfitted to stoop, so qualified to charm and command! Perhaps she had seen David coming, and had waited for his help there.

Ah, would monsieur pardon that she occupied the stairway, but the shoe!—the naughty shoe! Alas! it would not remain tied. Ah! if monsieur /would/ be so gracious!

The poet's fingers trembled as he tied the contrary ribbons. Then he would have fled from the danger of her presence, but the eyes grew long and cozening, like a gypsy's, and held him. He leaned against the balustrade, clutching his bottle of sour wine.

"You have been so good," she said, smiling. "Does monsieur, perhaps, live in the house?"

"Yes, Madame. I—I think so, Madame."

"Perhaps in the third story, then?"

"No, Madame; higher up."

The lady fluttered her fingers with the least possible gesture of impatience.

"Pardon. Certainly I am not discreet in asking. Monsieur will forgive me? It is surely not becoming that I should inquire where he lodges."

"Madame, do not say so. I live in the—"

"No, no, no; do not tell me. Now I see that I erred. But I cannot lose the interest I feel in this house and all that is in it. Once it was my home. Often I come here but to dream of those happy days again. Will you let that be my excuse?"

"Let me tell you, then, for you need no excuse," stammered the poet. "I live in the top floor—the small room where the stairs turn."

"In the front room?" asked the lady, turning her head sidewise.

"The rear, Madame."

The lady sighed, as if with relief.

"I will detain you no longer then, monsieur," she said, employing the round and artless eye. "Take good care of my house. Alas! only the memories of it are mine now. Adieu, and accept my thanks for your courtesy."

She was gone, leaving but a smile and a trace of sweet perfume. David climbed the stairs as one in slumber. But he awoke from it, and the smile and the perfume lingered with him and never afterward did either seem quite to leave him. This lady of whom he knew nothing drove him to lyrics of eyes, chansons of swiftly conceived love, odes to curling hair, and sonnets to slippers on slender feet.

Poet he must have been, for Yvonne was forgotten; this fine, new loveliness held him with its freshness and grace. The subtle perfume about her filled him with strange emotions.

On a certain night three persons were gathered about a table in a room on the third floor of the same house. Three chairs and the table and a lighted candle upon it was all the furniture. One of the persons was a huge man, dressed in black. His expression was one of sneering pride. The ends of his upturned moustache reached nearly to his mocking eyes. Another was a lady, young and beautiful, with eyes that could be round and artless, as a child's, or long and cozening, like a gypsy's, but were now keen and ambitious, like any other conspirator's. The third was a man of action, a combatant, a bold and impatient executive, breathing fire and steel. He was addressed by the others as Captain Desrolles.

This man struck the table with his fist, and said, with controlled violence:

"Tonight. Tonight as he goes to midnight mass. I am tired of the plotting that gets nowhere. I am sick of signals and ciphers and secret meetings and such baragouin
 . Let us be honest traitors. If France is to be rid of him, let us kill in the open, and not hunt with snares and traps. Tonight, I say. I back my words. My hand will do the deed. Tonight, as he goes to mass."

The lady turned upon him a cordial look. Woman, however wedded to plots, must ever thus bow to rash courage. The big man stroked his upturned moustache.

"Dear captain," he said, in a great voice, softened by habit, "this time I agree with you. Nothing is to be gained by waiting. Enough of the palace guards belong to us to make the endeavor a safe one."

"Tonight," repeated Captain Desrolles, again striking the table. "You have heard me, marquis; my hand will do the deed."

"But now," said the huge man, softly, "comes a question. Word must be sent to our partisans in the palace, and a signal agreed upon. Our staunchest men must accompany the royal carriage. At this hour what messenger can penetrate so far as the south doorway? Ribouet is stationed there; once a message is placed in his hands, all will go well."

"I will send the message," said the lady.

"You, countess?" said the marquis, raising his eyebrows. "Your devotion is great, we know, but—"

"Listen!" exclaimed the lady, rising and resting her hands upon the table; "in a garret of this house lives a youth from the provinces as guileless and tender as the lambs he tended there. I have met him twice or thrice upon the stairs. I questioned him, fearing that he might dwell too near the room in which we are accustomed to meet. He is mine, if I will. He writes poems in his garret, and I think he dreams of me. He will do what I say. He shall take the message to the palace."

The marquis rose from his chair and bowed. "You did not permit me to finish my sentence, countess," he said. "I would have said: 'Your devotion is great, but your wit and charm are infinitely greater.'"

While the conspirators were thus engaged, David was polishing some lines addressed to his amorette d'escalier
 . He heard a timorous knock at his door, and opened it, with a great throb, to behold her there, panting as one in straits, with eyes wide open and artless, like a child's.

"Monsieur," she breathed, "I come to you in distress. I believe you to be good and true, and I know of no other help. How I flew through the streets among the swaggering men! Monsieur, my mother is dying. My uncle is a captain of guards in the palace of the king. Someone must fly to bring him. May I hope—"

"Mademoiselle," interrupted Davis, his eyes shining with the desire to do her service, "your hopes shall be my wings. Tell me how I may reach him."

The lady thrust a sealed paper into his hand.

"Go to the south gate—the south gate, mind—and say to the guards there, 'The falcon has left his nest.' They will pass you, and you will go to the south entrance to the palace. Repeat the words, and give this letter to the man who will reply 'Let him strike when he will.' This is the password, monsieur, entrusted to me by my uncle, for now when the country is disturbed and men plot against the king's life, no one without it can gain entrance to the palace grounds after nightfall. If you will, monsieur, take him this letter so that my mother may see him before she closes her eyes."

"Give it me," said David, eagerly. "But shall I let you return home through the streets alone so late? I—"

"No, no—fly. Each moment is like a precious jewel. Some time," said the lady, with eyes long and cozening, like a gypsy's, "I will try to thank you for your goodness."

The poet thrust the letter into his breast, and bounded down the stairway. The lady, when he was gone, returned to the room below.

The eloquent eyebrows of the marquis interrogated her.

"He is gone," she said, "as fleet and stupid as one of his own sheep, to deliver it."

The table shook again from the batter of Captain Desrolles's fist.

"Sacred name!" he cried; "I have left my pistols behind! I can trust no others."

"Take this," said the marquis, drawing from beneath his cloak a shining, great weapon, ornamented with carven silver. "There are none truer. But guard it closely, for it bears my arms and crest, and already I am suspected. Me, I must put many leagues between myself and Paris this night. Tomorrow must find me in my chateau. After you, dear countess."

The marquis puffed out the candle. The lady, well cloaked, and the two gentlemen softly descended the stairway and flowed into the crowd that roamed along the narrow pavements of the Rue Conti.

David sped. At the south gate of the king's residence a halberd was laid to his breast, but he turned its point with the words; "The falcon has left his nest."

"Pass, brother," said the guard, "and go quickly."

On the south steps of the palace they moved to seize him, but again the mot de passé
 charmed the watchers. One among them stepped forward and began: "Let him strike—" but a flurry among the guards told of a surprise. A man of keen look and soldierly stride suddenly pressed through them and seized the letter which David held in his hand. "Come with me," he said, and led him inside the great hall. Then he tore open the letter and read it. He beckoned to a man uniformed as an officer of musketeers, who was passing. "Captain Tetreau, you will have the guards at the south entrance and the south gate arrested and confined. Place men known to be loyal in their places." To David he said, "Come with me."

He conducted him through a corridor and an anteroom into a spacious chamber, where a melancholy man, sombrely dressed, sat brooding in a great, leather-covered chair. To that man he said:

"Sire, I have told you that the palace is as full of traitors and spies as a sewer is of rats. You have thought, sire, that it was my fancy. This man penetrated to your very door by their connivance. He bore a letter which I have intercepted. I have brought him here that Your Majesty may no longer think my zeal excessive."

"I will question him," said the king, stirring in his chair. He looked at David with heavy eyes dulled by an opaque film. The poet bent his knee.

"From where do you come?" asked the king.

"From the village of Vernoy, in the province of Eure-et-Loir, sire."

"What do you follow in Paris?"

"I—I would be a poet, sire."

"What did you do in Vernoy?"

"I minded my father's flock of sheep."

The king stirred again, and the film lifted from his eyes.

"Ah! In the fields!"

"Yes, sire."

"You lived in the fields; you went out in the cool of the morning and lay among the hedges in the grass. The flock distributed itself upon the hillside; you drank of the living stream; you ate your sweet, brown bread in the shade, and you listened, doubtless, to blackbirds piping in the grove. Is not that so, shepherd?"

"It is, sire," answered David, with a sigh; "and to the bees at the flowers, and, maybe, to the grape gatherers singing on the hill."

"Yes, yes," said the king, impatiently; "maybe to them; but surely to the blackbirds. They whistled often, in the grove, did they not?"

"Nowhere, sire, so sweetly as in Eure-et-Loir. I have endeavored to express their song in some verses that I have written."

"Can you repeat those verses?" asked the king, eagerly. "A long time ago I listened to the blackbirds. It would be something better than a kingdom if one could rightly construe their song. And at night you drove the sheep to the fold and then sat, in peace and tranquility, to your pleasant bread. Can you repeat those verses, shepherd?"

"They run this way, sire," said David, with respectful ardor:

"'Lazy shepherd, see your lambkins

Skip, ecstatic, on the mead;

See the firs dance in the breezes,

Hear Pan blowing at his reed.

Hear us calling from the tree-tops,

See us swoop upon your flock;

Yield us wool to make our nests warm in the branches of the—'"

"If it please Your Majesty," interrupted a harsh voice, "I will ask a question or two of this rhymester. There is little time to spare. I crave pardon, sire, if my anxiety for your safety offends."

"The loyalty," said the king, "of the Duke d'Aumale is too well proven to give offence." He sank into his chair, and the film came again over his eyes.

"First," said the duke, "I will read you the letter he brought:

"'Tonight is the anniversary of the dauphin's death. If he goes, as is his custom, to midnight mass to pray for the soul of his son, the falcon will strike, at the corner of the Rue Esplanade. If this be his intention, set a red light in the upper room at the southwest corner of the palace, that the falcon may take heed.'

"Peasant," said the duke, sternly, "you have heard these words. Who gave you this message to bring?"

"My lord duke," said David, sincerely, "I will tell you. A lady gave it me. She said her mother was ill, and that this writing would fetch her uncle to her bedside. I do not know the meaning of the letter, but I will swear that she is beautiful and good."

"Describe the woman," commanded the duke, "and how you came to be her dupe."

"Describe her!" said David with a tender smile. "You would command words to perform miracles. Well, she is made of sunshine and deep shade. She is slender, like the alders, and moves with their grace. Her eyes change while you gaze into them; now round, and then half shut as the sun peeps between two clouds. When she comes, heaven is all about her; when she leaves, there is chaos and a scent of hawthorn blossoms. She came to see me in the Rue Conti, number twenty-nine."

"It is the house," said the duke, turning to the king, "that we have been watching. Thanks to the poet's tongue, we have a picture of the infamous Countess Quebedaux."

"Sire and my lord duke," said David, earnestly, "I hope my poor words have done no injustice. I have looked into that lady's eyes. I will stake my life that she is an angel, letter or no letter."

The duke looked at him steadily. "I will put you to the proof," he said, slowly. "Dressed as the king, you shall, yourself, attend mass in his carriage at midnight. Do you accept the test?"

David smiled. "I have looked into her eyes," he said. "I had my proof there. Take yours how you will."

Half an hour before twelve the Duke d'Aumale, with his own hands, set a red lamp in a southwest window of the palace. At ten minutes to the hour, David, leaning on his arm, dressed as the king, from top to toe, with his head bowed in his cloak, walked slowly from the royal apartments to the waiting carriage. The duke assisted him inside and closed the door. The carriage whirled away along its route to the cathedral.

On the qui vive
 in a house at the corner of the Rue Esplanade was Captain Tetreau with twenty men, ready to pounce upon the conspirators when they should appear.

But it seemed that, for some reason, the plotters had slightly altered their plans. When the royal carriage had reached the Rue Christopher, one square nearer than the Rue Esplanade, forth from it burst Captain Desrolles, with his band of would-be regicides, and assailed the equipage. The guards upon the carriage, though surprised at the premature attack, descended and fought valiantly. The noise of conflict attracted the force of Captain Tetreau, and they came pelting down the street to the rescue. But, in the meantime, the desperate Desrolles had torn open the door of the king's carriage, thrust his weapon against the body of the dark figure inside, and fired.

Now, with loyal reinforcements at hand, the street rang with cries and the rasp of steel, but the frightened horses had dashed away. Upon the cushions lay the dead body of the poor mock king and poet, slain by a ball from the pistol of Monseigneur, the Marquis de Beaupertuys.



THE MAIN ROAD



Three leagues, then, the road ran, and turned into a puzzle. It joined with another and a larger road at right angles. David stood, uncertain, for a while, and then sat himself to rest upon its side.

Whither these roads led he knew not. Either way there seemed to lie a great world full of chance and peril. And then, sitting there, his eye fell upon a bright star, one that he and Yvonne had named for theirs. That set him thinking of Yvonne, and he wondered if he had not been too hasty. Why should he leave her and his home because a few hot words had come between them? Was love so brittle a thing that jealousy, the very proof of it, could break it? Mornings always brought a cure for the little heartaches of evening. There was yet time for him to return home without anyone in the sweetly sleeping village of Vernoy being the wiser. His heart was Yvonne's; there where he had lived always he could write his poems and find his happiness.

David rose, and shook off his unrest and the wild mood that had tempted him. He set his face steadfastly back along the road he had come. By the time he had retraveled the road to Vernoy, his desire to rove was gone. He passed the sheepfold, and the sheep scurried, with a drumming flutter, at his late footsteps, warming his heart by the homely sound. He crept without noise into his little room and lay there, thankful that his feet had escaped the distress of new roads that night.

How well he knew woman's heart! The next evening Yvonne was at the well in the road where the young congregated in order that the cure might have business. The corner of her eye was engaged in a search for David, albeit her set mouth seemed unrelenting. He saw the look; braved the mouth, drew from it a recantation and, later, a kiss as they walked homeward together.

Three months afterwards they were married. David's father was shrewd and prosperous. He gave them a wedding that was heard of three leagues away. Both the young people were favorites in the village. There was a procession in the streets, a dance on the green; they had the marionettes and a tumbler out from Dreux to delight the guests.

Then a year and David's father died. The sheep and the cottage descended to him. He already had the seemliest wife in the village. Yvonne's milk pails and her brass kettles were bright—ouf
 ! they blinded you in the sun when you passed that way. But you must keep your eyes upon her yard, for her flower beds were so neat and gay they restored to you your sight. And you might hear her sing, aye, as far as the double chestnut tree above Pere Gruneau's blacksmith forge.

But a day came when David drew out paper from a long-shut drawer, and began to bite the end of a pencil. Spring had come again and touched his heart. Poet he must have been, for now Yvonne was well-nigh forgotten. This fine new loveliness of earth held him with its witchery and grace. The perfume from her woods and meadows stirred him strangely. Daily had he gone forth with his flock, and brought it safe at night. But now he stretched himself under the hedge and pieced words together on his bits of paper. The sheep strayed, and the wolves, perceiving that difficult poems make easy mutton, ventured from the woods and stole his lambs.

David's stock of poems grew longer and his flock smaller. Yvonne's nose and temper waxed sharp and her talk blunt. Her pans and kettles grew dull, but her eyes had caught their flash. She pointed out to the poet that his neglect was reducing the flock and bringing woe upon the household. David hired a boy to guard the sheep, locked himself in the little room at the top of the cottage, and wrote more poems. The boy, being a poet by nature, but not furnished with an outlet in the way of writing, spent his time in slumber. The wolves lost no time in discovering that poetry and sleep are practically the same; so the flock steadily grew smaller. Yvonne's ill temper increased at an equal rate. Sometimes she would stand in the yard and rail at David through his high window. Then you could hear her as far as the double chestnut tree above Pere Gruneau's blacksmith forge.

M. Papineau, the kind, wise, meddling old notary, saw this, as he saw everything at which his nose pointed. He went to David, fortified himself with a great pinch of snuff, and said:

"Friend Mignot, I affixed the seal upon the marriage certificate of your father. It would distress me to be obliged to attest a paper signifying the bankruptcy of his son. But that is what you are coming to. I speak as an old friend. Now, listen to what I have to say. You have your heart set, I perceive, upon poetry. At Dreux, I have a friend, one Monsieur Bril—Georges Bril. He lives in a little cleared space in a houseful of books. He is a learned man; he visits Paris each year; he himself has written books. He will tell you when the catacombs were made, how they found out the names of the stars, and why the plover has a long bill. The meaning and the form of poetry is to him as intelligent as the baa of a sheep is to you. I will give you a letter to him, and you shall take him your poems and let him read them. Then you will know if you shall write more, or give your attention to your wife and business."

"Write the letter," said David, "I am sorry you did not speak of this sooner."

At sunrise the next morning he was on the road to Dreux with the precious roll of poems under his arm. At noon he wiped the dust from his feet at the door of Monsieur Bril. That learned man broke the seal ofM. Papineau's letter, and sucked up its contents through his gleaming spectacles as the sun draws water. He took David inside to his study and sat him down upon a little island beat upon by a sea of books.

Monsieur Bril had a conscience. He flinched not even at a mass of manuscript the thickness of a finger-length and rolled to an incorrigible curve. He broke the back of the roll against his knee and began to read. He slighted nothing; he bored into the lump as a worm into a nut, seeking for a kernel.

Meanwhile, David sat, marooned, trembling in the spray of so much literature. It roared in his ears. He held no chart or compass for voyaging in that sea. Half the world, he thought, must be writing books.

Monsieur Bril bored to the last page of the poems. Then he took off his spectacles, and wiped them with his handkerchief.

"My old friend, Papineau, is well?" he asked.

"In the best of health," said David.

"How many sheep have you, Monsieur Mignot?"

"Three hundred and nine, when I counted them yesterday. The flock has had ill fortune. To that number it has decreased from eight hundred and fifty."

"You have a wife and home, and lived in comfort. The sheep brought you plenty. You went into the fields with them and lived in the keen air and ate the sweet bread of contentment. You had but to be vigilant and recline there upon nature's breast, listening to the whistle of the blackbirds in the grove. Am I right thus far?"

"It was so," said David.

"I have read all your verses," continued Monsieur Bril, his eyes wandering about his sea of books as if he conned the horizon for a sail. "Look yonder, through that window, Monsieur Mignot; tell me what you see in that tree."

"I see a crow," said David, looking.

"There is a bird," said Monsieur Bril, "that shall assist me where I am disposed to shirk a duty. You know that bird, Monsieur Mignot; he is the philosopher of the air. He is happy through submission to his lot. None so merry or full-crawed as he with his whimsical eye and rollicking step. The fields yield him what he desires. He never grieves that his plumage is not gay, like the Oriole's. And you have heard, Monsieur Mignot, the notes that nature has given him? Is the nightingale any happier, do you think?"

David rose to his feet. The crow cawed harshly from his tree.

"I thank you, Monsieur Bril," he said, slowly. "There was not, then, one nightingale among all those croaks?"

"I could not have missed it," said Monsieur Bril, with a sigh. "I read every word. Live your poetry, man; do not try to write it any more."

"I thank you," said David, again. "And now I will be going back to my sheep."

"If you would dine with me," said the man of books, "and overlook the smart of it, I will give you reasons at length."

"No," said the poet, "I must be back in the fields cawing at my sheep."

Back along the road to Vernoy he trudged with his poems under his arm. When he reached his village he turned into the shop of one Zeigler, a Jew out of Armenia, who sold anything that came to his hand.

"Friend," said David, "wolves from the forest harass my sheep on the hills. I must purchase firearms to protect them. What have you?"

"A bad day, this, for me, friend Mignot," said Zeigler, spreading his hands, "for I perceive that I must sell you a weapon that will not fetch a tenth of its value. Only last week I bought from a peddler a wagon full of goods that he procured at a sale by a commissionaire
 of the crown. The sale was of the chateau and belongings of a great lord—I know not his title—who has been banished for conspiracy against the king. There are some choice firearms in the lot. This pistol—oh, a weapon fit for a prince!—it shall be only forty francs to you, friend Mignot—if I lose ten by the sale. But perhaps an arquebuse—"

"This will do," said David, throwing the money on the counter. "Is it charged?"

"I will charge it," said Zeigler. "And, for ten francs more, add a store of powder and ball."

David laid his pistol under his coat and walked to his cottage. Yvonne was not there. Of late she had taken to gadding much among the neighbors. But a fire was glowing in the kitchen stove. David opened the door of it and thrust his poems in upon the coals. As they blazed up they made a singing, harsh sound in the flue.

"The song of the crow!" said the poet.

He went up to his attic room and closed the door. So quiet was the village that a score of people heard the roar of the great pistol. They flocked thither, and up the stairs where the smoke, issuing, drew their notice.

The men laid the body of the poet upon his bed, awkwardly arranging it to conceal the torn plumage of the poor black crow. The women chattered in a luxury of zealous pity. Some of them ran to tell Yvonne.

M. Papineau, whose nose had brought him there among the first, picked up the weapon and ran his eye over its silver mountings with a mingled air of connoisseurship and grief.

"The arms," he explained, aside, to the cure , "and crest of Monseigneur, the Marquis de Beaupertuys."




After Twenty Years



The policeman on the beat moved up the avenue impressively. The impressiveness was habitual and not for show, for spectators were few. The time was barely 10 o'clock at night, but chilly gusts of wind with a taste of rain in them had well nigh depeopled the streets.

Trying doors as he went, twirling his club with many intricate and artful movements, turning now and then to cast his watchful eye adown the pacific thoroughfare, the officer, with his stalwart form and slight swagger, made a fine picture of a guardian of the peace. The vicinity was one that kept early hours. Now and then you might see the lights of a cigar store or of an all-night lunch counter; but the majority of the doors belonged to business places that had long since been closed.

When about midway of a certain block the policeman suddenly slowed his walk. In the doorway of a darkened hardware store a man leaned, with an unlighted cigar in his mouth. As the policeman walked up to him the man spoke up quickly.

"It's all right, officer," he said, reassuringly. "I'm just waiting for a friend. It's an appointment made twenty years ago. Sounds a little funny to you, doesn't it? Well, I'll explain if you'd like to make certain it's all straight. About that long ago there used to be a restaurant where this store stands—'Big Joe' Brady's restaurant."

"Until five years ago," said the policeman. "It was torn down then."

The man in the doorway struck a match and lit his cigar. The light showed a pale, square-jawed face with keen eyes, and a little white scar near his right eyebrow. His scarf pin was a large diamond, oddly set.

"Twenty years ago tonight," said the man, "I dined here at 'Big Joe' Brady's with Jimmy Wells, my best chum, and the finest chap in the world. He and I were raised here in New York, just like two brothers, together. I was eighteen and Jimmy was twenty. The next morning I was to start for the West to make my fortune. You couldn't have dragged Jimmy out of New York; he thought it was the only place on earth. Well, we agreed that night that we would meet here again exactly twenty years from that date and time, no matter what our conditions might be or from what distance we might have to come. We figured that in twenty years each of us ought to have our destiny worked out and our fortunes made, whatever they were going to be."

"It sounds pretty interesting," said the policeman. "Rather a long time between meets, though, it seems to me. Haven't you heard from your friend since you left?"

"Well, yes, for a time we corresponded," said the other. "But after a year or two we lost track of each other. You see, the West is a pretty big proposition, and I kept hustling around over it pretty lively. But I know Jimmy will meet me here if he's alive, for he always was the truest, staunchest old chap in the world. He'll never forget. I came a thousand miles to stand in this door tonight, and it's worth it if my old partner turns up."

The waiting man pulled out a handsome watch, the lids of it set with small diamonds.

"Three minutes to ten," he announced. "It was exactly ten o'clock when we parted here at the restaurant door."

"Did pretty well out West, didn't you?" asked the policeman.

"You bet! I hope Jimmy has done half as well. He was a kind of plodder, though, good fellow as he was. I've had to compete with some of the sharpest wits going to get my pile. A man gets in a groove in New York. It takes the West to put a razor-edge on him."

The policeman twirled his club and took a step or two.

"I'll be on my way. Hope your friend comes around all right. Going to call time on him sharp?"

"I should say not!" said the other. "I'll give him half an hour at least. If Jimmy is alive on earth he'll be here by that time. So long, officer."

"Good night, sir," said the policeman, passing on along his beat, trying doors as he went.

There was now a fine, cold drizzle falling, and the wind had risen from its uncertain puffs into a steady blow. The few foot passengers astir in that quarter hurried dismally and silently along with coat collars turned high and pocketed hands. And in the door of the hardware store the man who had come a thousand miles to fill an appointment, uncertain almost to absurdity, with the friend of his youth, smoked his cigar and waited.

About twenty minutes he waited, and then a tall man in a long overcoat, with collar turned up to his ears, hurried across from the opposite side of the street. He went directly to the waiting man.

"Is that you, Bob?" he asked, doubtfully.

"Is that you, Jimmy Wells?" cried the man in the door.

"Bless my heart!" exclaimed the new arrival, grasping both the other's hands with his own. "It's Bob, sure as fate. I was certain I'd find you here if you were still in existence. Well, well, well!—twenty years is a long time. The old gone, Bob; I wish it had lasted, so we could have had another dinner there. How has the West treated you, old man?"

"Bully; it has given me everything I asked it for. You've changed lots, Jimmy. I never thought you were so tall by two or three inches."

"Oh, I grew a bit after I was twenty."

"Doing well in New York, Jimmy?"

"Moderately. I have a position in one of the city departments. Come on, Bob; we'll go around to a place I know of, and have a good long talk about old times."

The two men started up the street, arm in arm. The man from the West, his egotism enlarged by success, was beginning to outline the history of his career. The other, submerged in his overcoat, listened with interest.

At the corner stood a drug store, brilliant with electric lights. When they came into this glare each of them turned simultaneously to gaze upon the other's face.

The man from the West stopped suddenly and released his arm.

"You're not Jimmy Wells," he snapped. "Twenty years is a long time, but not long enough to change a man's nose from a Roman to a pug."

"It sometimes changes a good man into a bad one," said the tall man. "You've been under arrest for ten minutes, 'Silky' Bob. Chicago thinks you may have dropped over our way and wires us she wants to have a chat with you. Going quietly, are you? That's sensible. Now, before we go on to the station here's a note I was asked to hand you. You may read it here at the window. It's from Patrolman Wells."

The man from the West unfolded the little piece of paper handed him. His hand was steady when he began to read, but it trembled a little by the time he had finished. The note was rather short.

"Bob: I was at the appointed place on time. When you struck the match to light your cigar I saw it was the face of the man wanted in Chicago. Somehow I couldn't do it myself, so I went around and got a plain clothes man to do the job. JIMMY."




Witches' Loaves



Miss Martha Meacham kept the little bakery on the corner (the one where you go up three steps, and the bell tinkles when you open the door).

Miss Martha was forty, her bank-book showed a credit of two thousand dollars, and she possessed two false teeth and a sympathetic heart. Many people have married whose chances to do so were much inferior to Miss Martha's.

Two or three times a week a customer came in whom she began to take an interest. He was a middle-aged man, wearing spectacles and a brown beard trimmed to a careful point.

He spoke English with a strong German accent. His clothes were worn and darned in places, and wrinkled and baggy in others. But he looked neat, and had very good manners.

He always bought two loaves of stale bread. Fresh bread was five cents a loaf. Stale ones were two for five. Never did he call for anything but stale bread.

Once Miss Martha saw a red and brown stain on his fingers. She was sure then that he was an artist and very poor. No doubt he lived in a garret, where he painted pictures and ate stale bread and thought of the good things to eat in Miss Martha's bakery.

Often when Miss Martha sat down to her chops and light rolls and jam and tea she would sigh, and wish that the gentle-mannered artist might share her tasty meal instead of eating his dry crust in that draughty attic. Miss Martha's heart, as you have been told, was a sympathetic one.

In order to test her theory as to his occupation, she brought from her room one day a painting that she had bought at a sale, and set it against the shelves behind the bread counter.

It was a Venetian scene. A splendid marble palazzo (so it said on the picture) stood in the foreground—or rather fore water. For the rest there were gondolas (with the lady trailing her hand in the water), clouds, sky, and chiaro-oscuro in plenty. No artist could fail to notice it.

Two days afterward the customer came in.

"Two loafs of stale bread, if you blease.

"You haf here a fine bicture, Madame," he said while she was wrapping up the bread.

"Yes?" says Miss Martha, reveling in her own cunning. "I do so admire art and" (no, it would not do to say "artists" thus early) "and paintings," she substituted. "You think it is a good picture?"

"Der balance," said the customer, "is not in good drawing. Der bairspective of it is not true. Goot morning, Madame."

He took his bread, bowed, and hurried out.

Yes, he must be an artist. Miss Martha took the picture back to her room.

How gentle and kindly his eyes shone behind his spectacles! What a broad brow he had! To be able to judge perspective at a glance—and to live on stale bread! But genius often has to struggle before it is recognized.

What a thing it would be for art and perspective if genius were backed by two thousand dollars in bank, a bakery, and a sympathetic heart to—But these were day-dreams, Miss Martha.

Often now when he came he would chat for a while across the showcase. He seemed to crave Miss Martha's cheerful words.

He kept on buying stale bread. Never a cake, never a pie, never one of her delicious Sally Lunns.

She thought he began to look thinner and discouraged. Her heart ached to add something good to eat to his meagre purchase, but her courage failed at the act. She did not dare affront him. She knew the pride of artists.

Miss Martha took to wearing her blue-dotted silk waist behind the counter. In the back room she cooked a mysterious compound of quince seeds and borax. Ever so many people use it for the complexion.

One day the customer came in as usual, laid his nickel on the showcase, and called for his stale loaves. While Miss Martha was reaching for them there was a great tooting and clanging, and a fire-engine came lumbering past.

The customer hurried to the door to look, as any one will. Suddenly inspired, Miss Martha seized the opportunity.

On the bottom shelf behind the counter was a pound of fresh butter that the dairyman had left ten minutes before. With a bread knife Miss Martha made a deep slash in each of the stale loaves, inserted a generous quantity of butter, and pressed the loaves tight again.

When the customer turned once more she was tying the paper around them.

When he had gone, after an unusually pleasant little chat, Miss Martha smiled to herself, but not without a slight fluttering of the heart.

Had she been too bold? Would he take offense? But surely not. There was no language of edibles. Butter was no emblem of unmaidenly forwardness.

For a long time that day her mind dwelt on the subject. She imagined the scene when he should discover her little deception.

He would lay down his brushes and palette. There would stand his easel with the picture he was painting in which the perspective was beyond criticism.

He would prepare for his luncheon of dry bread and water. He would slice into a loaf—ah!

Miss Martha blushed. Would he think of the hand that placed it there as he ate? Would he—

The front door bell jangled viciously. Somebody was coming in, making a great deal of noise.

Miss Martha hurried to the front. Two men were there. One was a young man smoking a pipe—a man she had never seen before. The other was her artist.

His face was very red, his hat was on the back of his head, his hair was wildly rumpled. He clinched his two fists and shook them ferociously at Miss Martha.—At Miss Martha—

"Dummkopf!" he shouted with extreme loudness; and then "Tausendonfer!" or something like it in German.

The young man tried to draw him away.

"I will not go," he said angrily, "else I shall told her."

He made a bass drum of Miss Martha's counter.

"You haf shpoilt me," he cried, his blue eyes blazing behind his spectacles. "I will tell you. You vas von meddingsome old cat!"

Miss Martha leaned weakly against the shelves and laid one hand on her blue-dotted silk waist. The young man took the other by the collar.

"Come on," he said, "you've said enough." He dragged the angry one out at the door to the sidewalk, and then came back.

"Guess you ought to be told, ma'am," he said, "what the row is about. That's Blumberger. He's an architectural draftsman. I work in the same office with him.

"He's been working hard for three months drawing a plan for a new city hall. It was a prize competition. He finished inking the lines yesterday. You know, a draftsman always makes his drawing in pencil first. When it's done he rubs out the pencil lines with handfuls of stale bread crumbs. That's better than India rubber.

"Blumberger's been buying the bread here. Well, today—well, you know, ma'am, that butter isn't—well, Blumberger's plan isn't good for anything now except to cut up into railroad sandwiches."

Miss Martha went into the back room. She took off the blue-dotted silk waist and put on the old brown serge she used to wear. Then she poured the quince seed and borax mixture out of the window into the ash can.




The Pimienta Pancakes



While we were rounding up a bunch of the Triangle-O cattle in the Frio bottoms a projecting branch of a dead mesquite caught my wooden stirrup and gave my ankle a wrench that laid me up in camp for a week.

On the third day of my compulsory idleness I crawled out near the grub wagon, and reclined helpless under the conversational fire of Judson Odom, the camp cook. Jud was a monologist by nature, whom Destiny, with customary blundering, had set in a profession wherein he was bereaved, for the greater portion of his time, of an audience.

Therefore, I was manna in the desert of Jud's obmutescence.

Betimes I was stirred by invalid longings for something to eat that did not come under the caption of "grub." I had visions of the maternal pantry "deep as first love, and wild with all regret," and then I asked:

"Jud, can you make pancakes?"

Jud laid down his six-shooter, with which he was preparing to pound an antelope steak, and stood over me in what I felt to be a menacing attitude. He further endorsed my impression that his pose was resentful by fixing upon me with his light blue eyes a look of cold suspicion.

"Say, you," he said, with candid, though not excessive, choler, "did you mean that straight, or was you trying to throw the gaff into me? Some of the boys been telling you about me and that pancake racket?"

"No, Jud," I said, sincerely, "I meant it. It seems to me I'd swap my pony and saddle for a stack of buttered brown pancakes with some first crop, open kettle, New Orleans sweetening. Was there a story about pancakes?"

Jud was mollified at once when he saw that I had not been dealing in allusions. He brought some mysterious bags and tin boxes from the grub wagon and set them in the shade of the hackberry where I lay reclined. I watched him as he began to arrange them leisurely and untie their many strings.

"No, not a story," said Jud, as he worked, "but just the logical disclosures in the case of me and that pink-eyed snoozer from Mired Mule Canada and Miss Willella Learight. I don't mind telling you.

"I was punching then for old Bill Toomey, on the San Miguel. One day I gets all ensnared up in aspirations for to eat some canned grub that hasn't ever mooed or baaed or grunted or been in peck measures. So, I gets on my bronc and pushes the wind for Uncle Emsley Telfair's store at the Pimienta Crossing on the Nueces.

"About three in the afternoon I throwed my bridle rein over a mesquite limb and walked the last twenty yards into Uncle Emsley's store. I got up on the counter and told Uncle Emsley that the signs pointed to the devastation of the fruit crop of the world. In a minute I had a bag of crackers and a long-handled spoon, with an open can each of apricots and pineapples and cherries and greengages beside of me with Uncle Emsley busy chopping away with the hatchet at the yellow clings. I was feeling like Adam before the apple stampede, and was digging my spurs into the side of the counter and working with my twenty-four-inch spoon when I happened to look out of the window into the yard of Uncle Emsley's house, which was next to the store.

"There was a girl standing there—an imported girl with fixings on—philandering with a croquet maul and amusing herself by watching my style of encouraging the fruit canning industry.

"I slid off the counter and delivered up my shovel to Uncle Emsley.

"'That's my niece,' says he; 'Miss Willella Learight, down from Palestine on a visit. Do you want that I should make you acquainted?'

"'The Holy Land,' I says to myself, my thoughts milling some as I tried to run 'em into the corral. 'Why not? There was sure angels in Pales—Why, yes, Uncle Emsley,' I says out loud, 'I'd be awful edified to meet Miss Learight.'

"So Uncle Emsley took me out in the yard and gave us each other's entitlements.

"I never was shy about women. I never could understand why some men who can break a mustang before breakfast and shave in the dark, get all left-handed and full of perspiration and excuses when they see a bold of calico draped around what belongs to it. Inside of eight minutes me and Miss Willella was aggravating the croquet balls around as amiable as second cousins. She gave me a dig about the quantity of canned fruit I had eaten, and I got back at her, flat-footed, about how a certain lady named Eve started the fruit trouble in the first free-grass pasture—'Over in Palestine, wasn't it?' says I, as easy and pat as roping a one-year-old.

"That was how I acquired cordiality for the proximities of Miss Willella Learight; and the disposition grew larger as time passed. She was stopping at Pimienta Crossing for her health, which was very good, and for the climate, which was forty per cent hotter than Palestine. I rode over to see her once every week for a while; and then I figured it out that if I doubled the number of trips I would see her twice as often.

"One week I slipped in a third trip; and that's where the pancakes and the pink-eyed snoozer busted into the game.

"That evening, while I set on the counter with a peach and two damsons in my mouth, I asked Uncle Emsley how Miss Willella was.

"'Why,' says Uncle Emsley, 'she's gone riding with Jackson Bird, the sheep man from over at Mired Mule Canada.'

"I swallowed the peach seed and the two damson seeds. I guess somebody held the counter by the bridle while I got off; and then I walked out straight ahead till I butted against the mesquite where my roan was tied.

"'She's gone riding,' I whisper in my bronc's ear, 'with Birdstone Jack, the hired mule from Sheep Man's Canada. Did you get that, old Leather-and-Gallops?'

"That bronc of mine wept, in his way. He'd been raised a cow pony and he didn't care for snoozers.

"I went back and said to Uncle Emsley: 'Did you say a sheep man?'

"'I said a sheep man,' says Uncle Emsley again. 'You must have heard tell of Jackson Bird. He's got eight sections of grazing and four thousand head of the finest Merinos south of the Arctic Circle.'

"I went out and sat on the ground in the shade of the store and leaned against a prickly pear. I sifted sand into my boots with unthinking hands while I soliloquized a quantity about this bird with the Jackson plumage to his name.

"I never had believed in harming sheep men. I see one, one day, reading a Latin grammar on horseback, and I never touched him! They never irritated me like they do most cowmen. You wouldn't go to work now, and impair and disfigure snoozers, would you, that eat on tables and wear little shoes and speak to you on subjects? I had always let 'em pass, just as you would a jack-rabbit; with a polite word and a guess about the weather, but no stopping to swap canteens. I never thought it was worth while to be hostile with a snoozer. And because I'd been lenient, and let 'em live, here was one going around riding with Miss Willella Learight!

"An hour by sun they come loping back, and stopped at Uncle Emsley's gate. The sheep person helped her off; and they stood throwing each other sentences all sprightful and sagacious for a while. And then this feathered Jackson flies up in his saddle and raises his little stewpot of a hat, and trots off in the direction of his mutton ranch. By this time I had turned the sand out of my boots and unpinned myself from the prickly pear; and by the time he gets half a mile out of Pimienta, I single foots up beside him on my bronc.

"I said that snoozer was pink-eyed, but he wasn't. His seeing arrangement was grey enough, but his eye-lashes was pink and his hair was sandy, and that gave you the idea. Sheep man?—he wasn't more than a lamb man, anyhow—a little thing with his neck involved in a yellow silk handkerchief, and shoes tied up in bowknots.

"'Afternoon!' says I to him. 'You now ride with a equestrian who is commonly called Dead-Moral-Certainty Judson, on account of the way I shoot. When I want a stranger to know me I always introduce myself before the draw, for I never did like to shake hands with ghosts.'

"'Ah,' says he, just like that—'Ah, I'm glad to know you, Mr. Judson. I'm Jackson Bird, from over at Mired Mule Ranch.'

"Just then one of my eyes saw a roadrunner skipping down the hill with a young tarantula in his bill, and the other eye noticed a rabbit-hawk sitting on a dead limb in a water-elm. I popped over one after the other with my forty-five, just to show him. 'Two out of three,' says I. 'Birds just naturally seem to draw my fire wherever I go.'

"'Nice shooting,' says the sheep man, without a flutter. 'But don't you sometimes ever miss the third shot? Elegant fine rain that was last week for the young grass, Mr. Judson?' says he.

"'Willie,' says I, riding over close to his palfrey, 'your infatuated parents may have denounced you by the name of Jackson, but you sure moulted into a twittering Willie—let us slough off this here analysis of rain and the elements, and get down to talk that is outside the vocabulary of parrots. That is a bad habit you have got of riding with young ladies over at Pimienta. I've known birds,' says I, 'to be served on toast for less than that. Miss Willella,' says I 'don't ever want any nest made out of sheep's wool by a tomtit of the Jacksonian branch of ornithology. Now, are you going to quit, or do you wish for to gallop up against this Dead-Moral-Certainty attachment to my name, which is good for two hyphens and at least one set of funeral obsequies?'

"Jackson Bird flushed up some, and then he laughed.

"'Why, Mr. Judson,' says he, 'you've got the wrong idea. I've called on Miss Learight a few times; but not for the purpose you imagine. My object is purely a gastronomical one.'

"I reached for my gun.

"'Any coyote,' says I, 'that would boast of dishonorable—'

"'Wait a minute,' says this Bird, 'till I explain. What would I do with a wife? If you ever saw that ranch of mine! I do my own cooking and mending. Eating—that's all the pleasure I get out of sheep raising. Mr. Judson, did you ever taste the pancakes that Miss Learight makes?'

"'Me? No,' I told him. 'I never was advised that she was up to any culinary manoeuvres.'

"'They're golden sunshine,' says he, 'honey-browned by the ambrosial fires of Epicurus. I'd give two years of my life to get the recipe for making them pancakes. That's what I went to see Miss Learight for,' says Jackson Bird, 'but I haven't been able to get it from her. It's an old recipe that's been in the family for seventy-five years. They hand it down from one generation to another, but they don't give it away to outsiders. If I could get that recipe, so I could make them pancakes for myself on my ranch, I'd be a happy man,' says Bird.

"'Are you sure,' I says to him, 'that it ain't the hand that mixes the pancakes that you're after?'

"'Sure,' says Jackson. 'Miss Learight is a mighty nice girl, but I can assure you my intentions go no further than the gastro—' but he seen my hand going down to my holster and he changed his similitude—'than the desire to procure a copy of the pancake recipe,' he finishes.

"'You ain't such a bad little man,' says I, trying to be fair. 'I was thinking some of making orphans of your sheep, but I'll let you fly away this time. But you stick to pancakes,' says I, 'as close as the middle one of a stack; and don't go and mistake sentiments for syrup, or there'll be singing at your ranch, and you won't hear it.'

"'To convince you that I am sincere,' says the sheep man, 'I'll ask you to help me. Miss Learight and you being closer friends, maybe she would do for you what she wouldn't for me. If you will get me a copy of that pancake recipe, I give you my word that I'll never call upon her again.'

"'That's fair,' I says, and I shook hands with Jackson Bird. 'I'll get it for you if I can, and glad to oblige.' And he turned off down the big pear flat on the Piedra, in the direction of Mired Mule; and I steered northwest for old Bill Toomey's ranch.

"It was five days afterward when I got another chance to ride over to Pimienta. Miss Willella and me passed a gratifying evening at Uncle Emsley's. She sang some, and exasperated the piano quite a lot with quotations from the operas. I gave imitations of a rattlesnake, and told her about Snaky McFee's new way of skinning cows, and described the trip I made to Saint Louis once. We was getting along in one another's estimations fine. Thinks I, if Jackson Bird can now be persuaded to migrate, I win. I recollect his promise about the pancake receipt, and I thinks I will persuade it from Miss Willella and give it to him; and then if I catches Birdie off of Mired Mule again, I'll make him hop the twig.

"So, along about ten o'clock, I put on a wheedling smile and says to Miss Willella: 'Now, if there's anything I do like better than the sight of a red steer on green grass it's the taste of a nice hot pancake smothered in sugar-house molasses.'

"Miss Willella gives a little jump on the piano stool, and looked at me curious.

"'Yes,' says she, 'they're real nice. What did you say was the name of that street in Saint Louis, Mr. Odom, where you lost your hat?'

"'Pancake Avenue,' says I, with a wink, to show her that I was on about the family receipt, and couldn't be side-corralled off of the subject. 'Come, now, Miss Willella,' I says; 'let's hear how you make 'em. Pancakes is just whirling in my head like wagon wheels. Start her off, now—pound of flour, eight dozen eggs, and so on. How does the catalogue of constituents run?'

"'Excuse me for a moment, please,' says Miss Willella, and she gives me a quick kind of sideways look, and slides off the stool. She ambled out into the other room, and directly Uncle Emsley comes in his shirt sleeves, with a pitcher of water. He turns around to get a glass on the table, and I see a forty-five in his hip pocket. 'Great post-holes!' thinks I, 'but here's a family thinks a heap of cooking receipts, protecting it with firearms. I've known outfits that wouldn't do that much by a family feud.'

"'Drink this here down,' says Uncle Emsley, handing me the glass of water. 'You've rid too far today, Jud, and got yourself over-excited. Try to think about something else now.'

"'Do you know how to make them pancakes, Uncle Emsley?' I asked.

"'Well, I'm not as apprised in the anatomy of them as some,' says Uncle Emsley, 'but I reckon you take a sifter of plaster of Paris and a little dough and saleratus and corn meal, and mix 'em with eggs and buttermilk as usual. Is old Bill going to ship beeves to Kansas City again this spring, Jud?'

"That was all the pancake specifications I could get that night. I didn't wonder that Jackson Bird found it uphill work. So I dropped the subject and talked with Uncle Emsley for a while about hollow-horn and cyclones. And then Miss Willella came and said 'Good night,' and I hit the breeze for the ranch.

"About a week afterward I met Jackson Bird riding out of Pimienta as I rode in, and we stopped on the road for a few frivolous remarks.

"'Got the bill of particulars for them flapjacks yet?' I asked him.

"'Well, no,' says Jackson. 'I don't seem to have any success in getting hold of it. Did you try?'

"'I did,' says I, 'and 'twas like trying to dig a prairie dog out of his hole with a peanut hull. That pancake receipt must be a jookalorum, the way they hold on to it.'

"'I'm most ready to give it up,' says Jackson, so discouraged in his pronunciations that I felt sorry for him; 'but I did want to know how to make them pancakes to eat on my lonely ranch,' says he. 'I lie awake at nights thinking how good they are.'

"'You keep on trying for it,' I tells him, 'and I'll do the same. One of us is bound to get a rope over its horns before long. Well, so long, Jacksy.'

"You see, by this time we were on the peacefullest of terms. When I saw that he wasn't after Miss Willella, I had more endurable contemplations of that sandy-haired snoozer. In order to help out the ambitions of his appetite I kept on trying to get that receipt from Miss Willella. But every time I would say 'pancakes' she would get sort of remote and fidgety about the eye, and try to change the subject. If I held her to it she would slide out and round up Uncle Emsley with his pitcher of water and hip-pocket howitzer.

"One day I galloped over to the store with a fine bunch of blue verbenas that I cut out of a herd of wild flowers over on Poisoned Dog Prairie. Uncle Emsley looked at 'em with one eye shut and says:

"'Haven't ye heard the news?'

"'Cattle up?' I asks.

"'Willella and Jackson Bird was married in Palestine yesterday,' says he. 'Just got a letter this morning.'

"I dropped them flowers in a cracker-barrel, and let the news trickle in my ears and down toward my upper left-hand shirt pocket until it got to my feet.

"'Would you mind saying that over again once more, Uncle Emsley?' says I. 'Maybe my hearing has got wrong, and you only said that prime heifers was 4.80 on the hoof, or something like that.'

"'Married yesterday,' says Uncle Emsley, 'and gone to Waco and Niagara Falls on a wedding tour. Why, didn't you see none of the signs all along? Jackson Bird has been courting Willella ever since that day he took her out riding.'

"'Then,' says I, in a kind of yell, 'what was all this zizzaparoola he gives me about pancakes? Tell me that
 .'

"When I said 'pancakes' Uncle Emsley sort of dodged and stepped back.

"'Somebody's been dealing me pancakes from the bottom of the deck,' I says, 'and I'll find out. I believe you know. Talk up,' says I, 'or we'll mix a panful of batter right here.'

"I slid over the counter after Uncle Emsley. He grabbed at his gun, but it was in a drawer, and he missed it two inches. I got him by the front of his shirt and shoved him in a corner.

"'Talk pancakes,' says I, 'or be made into one. Does Miss Willella make 'em?'

"'She never made one in her life and I never saw one,' says Uncle Emsley, soothing. 'Calm down now, Jud—calm down. You've got excited, and that wound in your head is contaminating your sense of intelligence. Try not to think about pancakes.'

"'Uncle Emsley,' says I, 'I'm not wounded in the head except so far as my natural cognitive instincts run to runts. Jackson Bird told me he was calling on Miss Willella for the purpose of finding out her system of producing pancakes, and he asked me to help him get the bill of lading of the ingredients. I done so, with the results as you see. Have I been sodded down with Johnson grass by a pink-eyed snoozer, or what?'

"'Slack up your grip in my dress shirt,' says Uncle Emsley, 'and I'll tell you. Yes, it looks like Jackson Bird has gone and humbugged you some. The day after he went riding with Willella he came back and told me and her to watch out for you whenever you got to talking about pancakes. He said you was in camp once where they was cooking flapjacks, and one of the fellows cut you over the head with a frying pan. Jackson said that whenever you got overhot or excited that wound hurt you and made you kind of crazy, and you went raving about pancakes. He told us to just get you worked off of the subject and soothed down, and you wouldn't be dangerous. So, me and Willella done the best by you we knew how. Well, well,' says Uncle Emsley, 'that Jackson Bird is sure a seldom kind of a snoozer.'"

During the progress of Jud's story he had been slowly but deftly combining certain portions of the contents of his sacks and cans. Toward the close of it he set before me the finished product—a pair of red-hot, rich-hued pancakes on a tin plate. From some secret hoarding he also brought a lump of excellent butter and a bottle of golden syrup.

"How long ago did these things happen?" I asked him.

"Three years," said Jud. "They're living on the Mired Mule Ranch now. But I haven't seen either of 'em since. They say Jackson Bird was fixing his ranch up fine with rocking chairs and window curtains all the time he was putting me up the pancake tree. Oh, I got over it after a while. But the boys kept the racket up."

"Did you make these cakes by the famous recipe?" I asked.

"Didn't I tell you there wasn't no receipt?" said Jud. "The boys hollered pancakes till they got pancake hungry, and I cut this recipe out of a newspaper. How does the truck taste?"

"They're delicious," I answered. "Why don't you have some, too, Jud?"

I was sure I heard a sigh.

"Me?" said Jud. "I don't ever eat 'em."




By Courier



It was neither the season nor the hour when the Park had frequenters; and it is likely that the young lady, who was seated on one of the benches at the side of the walk, had merely obeyed a sudden impulse to sit for a while and enjoy a foretaste of coming Spring.

She rested there, pensive and still. A certain melancholy that touched her countenance must have been of recent birth, for it had not yet altered the fine and youthful contours of her cheek, nor subdued the arch though resolute curve of her lips.

A tall young man came striding through the park along the path near which she sat. Behind him tagged a boy carrying a suitcase. At sight of the young lady, the man's face changed to red and back to pale again. He watched her countenance as he drew nearer, with hope and anxiety mingled on his own. He passed within a few yards of her, but he saw no evidence that she was aware of his presence or existence.

Some fifty yards further on he suddenly stopped and sat on a bench at one side. The boy dropped the suitcase and stared at him with wondering, shrewd eyes. The young man took out his handkerchief and wiped his brow. It was a good handkerchief, a good brow, and the young man was good to look at. He said to the boy:

"I want you to take a message to that young lady on that bench. Tell her I am on my way to the station, to leave for San Francisco, where I shall join that Alaska moose-hunting expedition. Tell her that, since she has commanded me neither to speak nor to write to her, I take this means of making one last appeal to her sense of justice, for the sake of what has been. Tell her that to condemn and discard one who has not deserved such treatment, without giving him her reasons or a chance to explain is contrary to her nature as I believe it to be. Tell her that I have thus, to a certain degree, disobeyed her injunctions, in the hope that she may yet be inclined to see justice done. Go, and tell her that."

The young man dropped a half-dollar into the boy's hand. The boy looked at him for a moment with bright, canny eyes out of a dirty, intelligent face, and then set off at a run. He approached the lady on the bench a little doubtfully, but unembarrassed. He touched the brim of the old plaid bicycle cap perched on the back of his head. The lady looked at him coolly, without prejudice or favor.

"Lady," he said, "dat gent on de oder bench sent yer a song and dance by me. If yer don't know de guy, and he's tryin' to do de Johnny act, say de word, and I'll call a cop in t'ree minutes. If yer does know him, and he's on de square, w'y I'll spiel yer de bunch of hot air he sent yer."

The young lady betrayed a faint interest.

"A song and dance!" she said, in a deliberate sweet voice that seemed to clothe her words in a diaphanous garment of impalpable irony. "A new idea—in the troubadour line, I suppose. I—used to know the gentleman who sent you, so I think it will hardly be necessary to call the police. You may execute your song and dance, but do not sing too loudly. It is a little early yet for open-air vaudeville, and we might attract attention."

"Awe," said the boy, with a shrug down the length of him, "yer know what I mean, lady. 'Tain't a turn, it's wind. He told me to tell yer he's got his collars and cuffs in dat grip for a scoot clean out to 'Frisco. Den he's goin' to shoot snow-birds in de Klondike. He says yer told him not to send' round no more pink notes nor come hangin' over de garden gate, and he takes dis means of puttin' yer wise. He says yer refereed him out like a has-been, and never give him no chance to kick at de decision. He says yer swiped him, and never said why."

The slightly awakened interest in the young lady's eyes did not abate. Perhaps it was caused by either the originality or the audacity of the snowbird hunter, in thus circumventing her express commands against the ordinary modes of communication. She fixed her eye on a statue standing disconsolate in the disheveled park, and spoke into the transmitter:

"Tell the gentleman that I need not repeat to him a description of my ideals. He knows what they have been and what they still are. So far as they touch on this case, absolute loyalty and truth are the ones paramount. Tell him that I have studied my own heart as well as one can, and I know its weakness as well as I do its needs. That is why I decline to hear his pleas, whatever they may be. I did not condemn him through hearsay or doubtful evidence, and that is why I made no charge. But, since he persists in hearing what he already well knows, you may convey the matter.

"Tell him that I entered the conservatory that evening from the rear, to cut a rose for my mother. Tell him I saw him and Miss Ashburton beneath the pink oleander. The tableau was pretty, but the pose and juxtaposition were too eloquent and evident to require explanation. I left the conservatory, and, at the same time, the rose and my ideal. You may carry that song and dance to your impresario."

"I'm shy on one word, lady. Jux—jux—put me wise on dat, will yer?"

"Juxtaposition—or you may call it propinquity—or, if you like, being rather too near for one maintaining the position of an ideal."

The gravel spun from beneath the boy's feet. He stood by the other bench. The man's eyes interrogated him, hungrily. The boy's were shining with the impersonal zeal of the translator.

"De lady says dat she's on to de fact dat gals is dead easy when a feller comes spielin' ghost stories and tryin' to make up, and dat's why she won't listen to no soft-soap. She says she caught yer dead to rights, huggin' a bunch o' calico in de hot-house. She side-stepped in to pull some posies and yer was squeezin' de oder gal to beat de band. She says it looked cute, all right all right, but it made her sick. She says yer better git busy, and make a sneak for de train."

The young man gave a low whistle and his eyes flashed with a sudden thought. His hand flew to the inside pocket of his coat, and drew out a handful of letters. Selecting one, he handed it to the boy, following it with a silver dollar from his vest-pocket.

"Give that letter to the lady," he said, "and ask her to read it. Tell her that it should explain the situation. Tell her that, if she had mingled a little trust with her conception of the ideal, much heartache might have been avoided. Tell her that the loyalty she prizes so much has never wavered. Tell her I am waiting for an answer."

The messenger stood before the lady.

"De gent says he's had de ski-bunk put on him widout no cause. He says he's no bum guy; and, lady, yer read dat letter, and I'll bet yer he's a white sport, all right."

The young lady unfolded the letter; somewhat doubtfully, and read it.





DEAR DR. ARNOLD:

I want to thank you for your most kind and opportune aid to my daughter last Friday evening, when she was overcome by an attack of her old heart-trouble in the conservatory at Mrs. Waldron's reception. Had you not been near to catch her as she fell and to render proper attention, we might have lost her. I would be glad if you would call and undertake the treatment of her case.

Gratefully yours,

Robert Ashburton.





The young lady refolded the letter, and handed it to the boy.

"De gent wants an answer," said the messenger. "Wot's de word?"

The lady's eyes suddenly flashed on him, bright, smiling and wet.

"Tell that guy on the other bench," she said, with a happy, tremulous laugh, "that his girl wants him."




The Sphinx Apple



Twenty miles out from Paradise, and fifteen miles short of Sunrise City, Bildad Rose, the stage-driver, stopped his team. A furious snow had been falling all day. Eight inches it measured now, on a level. The remainder of the road was not without peril in daylight, creeping along the ribs of a bijou range of ragged mountains. Now, when both snow and night masked its dangers, further travel was not to be thought of, said Bildad Rose. So he pulled up his four stout horses, and delivered to his five passengers oral deductions of his wisdom.

Judge Menefee, to whom men granted leadership and the initiatory as upon a silver salver, sprang from the coach at once. Four of his fellow-passengers followed, inspired by his example, ready to explore, to objurgate, to resist, to submit, to proceed, according as their prime factor might be inclined to sway them. The fifth passenger, a young woman, remained in the coach.

Bildad had halted upon the shoulder of the first mountain spur. Two rail-fences, ragged-black, hemmed the road. Fifty yards above the upper fence, showing a dark blot in the white drifts, stood a small house. Upon this house descended—or rather ascended—Judge Menefee and his cohorts with boyish whoops born of the snow and stress. They called; they pounded at window and door. At the inhospitable silence they waxed restive; they assaulted and forced the pregnable barriers, and invaded the premises.

The watchers from the coach heard stumblings and shoutings from the interior of the ravaged house. Before long a light within flickered, glowed, flamed high and bright and cheerful. Then came running back through the driving flakes the exuberant explorers. More deeply pitched than the clarion—even orchestral in volume—the voice of Judge Menefee proclaimed the succor that lay in apposition with their state of travail. The one room of the house was uninhabited, he said, and bare of furniture; but it contained a great fireplace, and they had discovered an ample store of chopped wood in a lean-to at the rear. Housing and warmth against the shivering night were thus assured. For the placation of Bildad Rose there was news of a stable, not ruined beyond service, with hay in a loft, near the house.

"Gentlemen," cried Bildad Rose from his seat, swathed in coats and robes, "tear me down two panels of that fence, so I can drive in. That is old man Redruth's shanty. I thought we must be nigh it. They took him to the foolish house in August."

Cheerfully the four passengers sprang at the snow-capped rails. The exhorted team tugged the coach up the slant to the door of the edifice from which a mid-summer madness had ravished its proprietor. The driver and two of the passengers began to unhitch. Judge Menefee opened the door of the coach, and removed his hat.

"I have to announce, Miss Garland," said he, "the enforced suspension of our journey. The driver asserts that the risk in traveling the mountain road by night is too great even to consider. It will be necessary to remain in the shelter of this house until morning. I beg that you will feel that there is nothing to fear beyond a temporary inconvenience. I have personally inspected the house, and find that there are means to provide against the rigor of the weather, at least. You shall be made as comfortable as possible. Permit me to assist you to alight."

To the Judge's side came the passenger whose pursuit in life was the placing of the Little Goliath windmill. His name was Dunwoody; but that matters not much. In traveling merely from Paradise to Sunrise City one needs little or no name. Still, one who would seek to divide honors with Judge Madison L. Menefee deserves a cognominal peg upon which Fame may hang a wreath. Thus spake, loudly and buoyantly, the aerial miller:

"Guess you'll have to climb out of the ark, Mrs. McFarland. This wigwam isn't exactly the Palmer House, but it turns snow, and they won't search your grip for souvenir spoons when you leave. We've got a fire going; and we'll fix you up with dry Tilbys and keep the mice away, anyhow, all right, all right."

One of the two passengers who were struggling in a melee of horses, harness, snow, and the sarcastic injunctions of Bildad Rose, called loudly from the whirl of his volunteer duties: "Say! some of you fellows get Miss Solomon into the house, will you? Whoa, there! you confounded brute!"

Again must it be gently urged that in traveling from Paradise to Sunrise City an accurate name is prodigality. When Judge Menefee—sanctioned to the act by his grey hair and widespread repute—had introduced himself to the lady passenger, she had, herself, sweetly breathed a name, in response, that the hearing of the male passengers had variously interpreted. In the not unjealous spirit of rivalry that eventuated, each clung stubbornly to his own theory. For the lady passenger to have reasseverated or corrected would have seemed didactic if not unduly solicitous of a specific acquaintance. Therefore the lady passenger permitted herself to be Garlanded and McFarlanded and Solomoned with equal and discreet complacency. It is thirty-five miles from Paradise to Sunrise City. Compagnon de voyage is name enough, by the gripsack of the Wandering Jew! for so brief a journey.

Soon the little party of wayfarers were happily seated in a cheerful arc before the roaring fire. The robes, cushions, and removable portions of the coach had been brought in and put to service. The lady passenger chose a place near the hearth at one end of the arc. There she graced almost a throne that her subjects had prepared. She sat upon cushions and leaned against an empty box and barrel, robe bespread, which formed a defense from the invading draughts. She extended her feet, delectably shod, to the cordial heat. She ungloved her hands, but retained about her neck her long fur boa. The unstable flames half revealed, while the warding boa half submerged, her face— a youthful face, altogether feminine, clearly molded and calm with beauty's unchallenged confidence. Chivalry and manhood were here vying to please and comfort her. She seemed to accept their devoirs—not piquantly, as one courted and attended; nor preeningly, as many of her sex unworthily reap their honors; not yet stolidly, as the ox receives his hay; but concordantly with nature's own plan—as the lily ingests the drop of dew foreordained to its refreshment.

Outside the wind roared mightily, the fine snow whizzed through the cracks, the cold besieged the backs of the immolated six; but the elements did not lack a champion that night. Judge Menefee was attorney for the storm. The weather was his client, and he strove by special pleading to convince his companions in that frigid jury-box that they sojourned in a bower of roses, beset only by benignant zephyrs. He drew upon a fund of gaiety, wit, and anecdote, sophistical, but crowned with success. His cheerfulness communicated itself irresistibly. Each one hastened to contribute his own quota toward the general optimism. Even the lady passenger was moved to expression.

"I think it is quite charming," she said, in her slow, crystal tones.

At intervals some one of the passengers would rise and humorously explore the room. There was little evidence to be collected of its habitation by old man Redruth.

Bildad Rose was called upon vivaciously for the ex-hermit's history. Now, since the stage-driver's horses were fairly comfortable and his passengers appeared to be so, peace and comity returned to him.

"The old didapper," began Bildad, somewhat irreverently, "infested this here house about twenty year. He never allowed nobody to come nigh him. He'd duck his head inside and slam the door whenever a team drove along. There was spinning-wheels up in his loft, all right. He used to buy his groceries and tobacco at Sam Tilly's store, on the Little Muddy. Last August he went up there dressed in a red bedquilt, and told Sam he was King Solomon, and that the Queen of Sheba was coming to visit him. He fetched along all the money he had—a little bag full of silver—and dropped it in Sam's well. 'She won't come,' says old man Redruth to Sam, 'if she knows I've got any money.'

"As soon as folks heard he had that sort of a theory about women and money they knowed he was crazy; so they sent down and packed him to the foolish asylum."

"Was there a romance in his life that drove him to a solitary existence?" asked one of the passengers, a young man who had an Agency.

"No," said Bildad, "not that I ever heard spoke of. Just ordinary trouble. They say he had had unfortunateness in the way of love derangements with a young lady when he was young; before he contracted red bed-quilts and had his financial conclusions disqualified. I never heard of no romance."

"Ah!" exclaimed Judge Menefee, impressively; "a case of unrequited affection, no doubt."

"No, sir," returned Bildad, "not at all. She never married him. Marmaduke Mulligan, down at Paradise, seen a man once that come from old Redruth's town. He said Redruth was a fine young man, but when you kicked him on the pocket all you could hear jingle was a cuff-fastener and a bunch of keys. He was engaged to this young lady—Miss Alice—something was her name; I've forgot. This man said she was the kind of girl you like to have reach across you in a car to pay the fare. Well, there come to the town a young chap all affluent and easy, and fixed up with buggies and mining stock and leisure time. Although she was a staked claim, Miss Alice and the new entry seemed to strike a mutual kind of a clip. They had calls and coincidences of going to the post office and such things as sometimes make a girl send back the engagement ring and other presents—'a rift within the loot,' the poetry man calls it.

"One day folks seen Redruth and Miss Alice standing talking at the gate. Then he lifts his hat and walks away, and that was the last anybody in that town seen of him, as far as this man knew."

"What about the young lady?" asked the young man who had an Agency.

"Never heard," answered Bildad. "Right there is where my lode of information turns to an old spavined crowbait, and folds its wings, for I've pumped it dry."

"A very sad—"began Judge Menefee, but his remark was curtailed by a higher authority.

"What a charming story!" said the lady passenger, in flute-like tones.

A little silence followed, except for the wind and the crackling of the fire.

The men were seated upon the floor, having slightly mitigated its inhospitable surface with wraps and stray pieces of boards. The man who was placing Little Goliath windmills arose and walked about to ease his cramped muscles.

Suddenly a triumphant shout came from him. He hurried back from a dusky corner of the room, bearing aloft something in his hand. It was an apple—a large, red-mottled, firm pippin, pleasing to behold. In a paper bag on a high shelf in that corner he had found it. It could have been no relic of the love wrecked Redruth, for its glorious soundness repudiated the theory that it had lain on that musty shelf since August. No doubt some recent bivouackers, lunching in the deserted house, had left it there.

Dunwoody—again his exploits demand for him the honors of nomenclature—flaunted his apple in the faces of his fellow-marooners. "See what I found, Mrs. McFarland!" he cried, vaingloriously. He held the apple high up in the light of the fire, where it glowed a still richer red. The lady passenger smiled calmly—always calmly.

"What a charming apple!" she murmured, clearly.

For a brief space Judge Menefee felt crushed, humiliated, relegated. Second place galled him. Why had this blatant, obtrusive, unpolished man of windmills been selected by Fate instead of himself to discover the sensational apple? He could have made of the act a scene, a function, a setting for some impromptu, fanciful discourse or piece of comedy—and have retained the role of cynosure. Actually, the lady passenger was regarding this ridiculous Dunboddy or Woodbundy with an admiring smile, as if the fellow had performed a feat! And the windmill man swelled and gyrated like a sample of his own goods, puffed up with the wind that ever blows from the chorus land toward the domain of the star.

While the transported Dunwoody, with his Aladdin's apple, was receiving the fickle attentions of all, the resourceful jurist formed a plan to recover his own laurels.

With his courtliest smile upon his heavy but classic features, Judge Menefee advanced, and took the apple, as if to examine it, from the hand of Dunwoody. In his hand it became Exhibit A.

"A fine apple," he said, approvingly. "Really, my dear Mr. Dudwindy, you have eclipsed all of us as a forager. But I have an idea. This apple shall become an emblem, a token, a symbol, a prize bestowed by the mind and heart of beauty upon the most deserving."

The audience, except one, applauded. "Good on the stump, ain't he?" commented the passenger who was nobody in particular to the young man who had an Agency.

The unresponsive one was the windmill man. He saw himself reduced to the ranks. Never would the thought have occurred to him to declare his apple an emblem. He had intended, after it had been divided and eaten, to create diversion by sticking the seeds against his forehead and naming them for young ladies of his acquaintance. One he was going to name Mrs. McFarland. The seed that fell off first would be—but 'twas too late now.

"The apple," continued Judge Menefee, charging his jury, "in modern days occupies, though undeservedly, a lowly place in our esteem. Indeed, it is so constantly associated with the culinary and the commercial that it is hardly to be classed among the polite fruits. But in ancient times this was not so. Biblical, historical, and mythological lore abounds with evidences that the apple was the aristocrat of fruits. We still say 'the apple of the eye' when we wish to describe something superlatively precious. We find in Proverbs the comparison to 'apples of silver.' No other product of tree or vine has been so utilized in figurative speech. Who has not heard of and longed for the 'apples of the Hesperides'? I need not call your attention to the most tremendous and significant instance of the apple's ancient prestige when its consumption by our first parents occasioned the fall of man from his state of goodness and perfection."

"Apples like them," said the windmill man, lingering with the objective article, "are worth $3.50 a barrel in the Chicago market."

"Now, what I have to propose," said Judge Menefee, conceding an indulgent smile to his interrupter, "is this: We must remain here, perforce, until morning. We have wood in plenty to keep us warm. Our next need is to entertain ourselves as best we can, in order that the time shall not pass too slowly. I propose that we place this apple in the hands of Miss Garland. It is no longer a fruit, but, as I said, a prize, in award, representing a great human idea. Miss Garland, herself, shall cease to be an individual—but only temporarily, I am happy to add"—(a low bow, full of the old-time grace.) "She shall represent her sex; she shall be the embodiment, the epitome of womankind—the heart and brain, I may say, of God's masterpiece of creation. In this guise she shall judge and decide the question which follows:

"But a few minutes ago our friend, Mr. Rose, favored us with an entertaining but fragmentary sketch of the romance in the life of the former professor of this habitation. The few facts that we have learned seem to me to open up a fascinating field for conjecture, for the study of human hearts, for the exercise of the imagination—in short, for storytelling. Let us make use of the opportunity. Let each one of us relate his own version of the story of Redruth, the hermit, and his lady-love, beginning where Mr. Rose's narrative ends—at the parting of the lover sat the gate. This much should be assumed and conceded—that the young lady was not necessarily to blame for Redruth's becoming a crazed and world-hating hermit. When we have done, Miss Garland shall render the JUDGEMENT OF WOMAN. As the Spirit of her Sex she shall decide which version of the story best and most truly depicts human and love interest, and most faithfully estimates the character and acts of Redruth's betrothed according to the feminine view. The apple shall be bestowed upon him who is awarded the decision. If you are all agreed, we shall be pleased to hear the first story from Mr. Dinwiddie."

The last sentence captured the windmill man. He was not one to linger in the dumps.

"That's a first-rate scheme, Judge," he said, heartily. "Be a regular short-story vaudeville, won't it? I used to be correspondent for a paper in Springfield, and when there wasn't any news I faked it. Guess I can do my turn all right."

"I think the idea is charming," said the lady passenger, brightly. "It will be almost like a game."

Judge Menefee stepped forward and placed the apple in her hand impressively.

"In olden days," he said, orotundly, "Paris awarded the golden apple to the most beautiful."

"I was at the Exposition," remarked the windmill man, now cheerful again, "but I never heard of it. And I was on the Midway, too, all the time I wasn't at the machinery exhibit."

"But now," continued the Judge, "the fruit shall translate to us the mystery and wisdom of the feminine heart. Take the apple, Miss Garland. Hear our modest tales of romance, and then award the prize as you may deem it just."

The lady passenger smiled sweetly. The apple lay in her lap beneath her robes and wraps. She reclined against her protecting bulwark, brightly and cozily at ease. But for the voices and the wind one might have listened hopefully to hear her purr. Someone cast fresh logs upon the fire. Judge Menefee nodded suavely. "Will you oblige us with the initial story?" he asked.

The windmill man sat as sits a Turk, with his hat well back on his head on account of the draughts.

"Well," he began, without any embarrassment, "this is about the way I size up the difficulty: Of course Redruth was jostled a good deal by this duck who had money to play ball with who tried to cut him out of his girl. So he goes around, naturally, and asks her if the game is still square. Well, nobody wants a guy cutting in with buggies and gold bonds when he's got an option on a girl. Well, he goes around to see her. Well, maybe he's hot, and talks like the proprietor, and forgets that an engagement ain't always a lead-pipe cinch. Well, I guess that makes Alice warm under the lacy yoke. Well, she answers back sharp. Well, he—"

"Say!" interrupted the passenger who was nobody in particular, "if you could put up a windmill on every one of them 'wells' you're using, you'd be able to retire from business, wouldn't you?"

The windmill man grinned good-naturedly.

"Oh, I ain't no Guy de Mopassong," he said, cheerfully. "I'm giving it to you in straight American. Well, she says something like this: 'Mr. Gold Bonds is only a friend,' says she; 'but he takes me riding and buys me theatre tickets, and that's what you never do. Ain't I to never have any pleasure in life while I can?' 'Pass this chatfield— chatfield thing along,' says Redruth;—'hand out the mitt to the Willie with creases in it or you don't put your slippers under my wardrobe.'

"Now that kind of train orders don't go with a girl that's got any spirit. I bet that girl loved her honey all the time. Maybe she only wanted, as girls do, to work the good thing for a little fun and caramels before she settled down to patch George's other pair, and be a good wife. But he is glued to the high horse, and won't come down. Well, she hands him back the ring, proper enough; and George goes away and hits the booze. Yep. That's what done it. I bet that girl fired the cornucopia with the fancy vest two days after her steady left. George boards a freight and checks his bag of crackers for parts unknown. He sticks to Old Booze for a number of years; and then the aniline and aquafortis gets the decision. 'Me for the hermit's hut,' says George, 'and the long whiskers, and the buried can of money that isn't there.'

"But that Alice, in my mind, was on the level. She never married, but took up typewriting as soon as the wrinkles began to show, and kept a cat that came when you said 'weeny—weeny—weeny!' I got too much faith in good women to believe they throw down the fellow they're stuck on every time for the dough." The windmill man ceased.

"I think," said the lady passenger, slightly moving upon her lowly throne, "that that is a char—"

"Oh, Miss Garland!" interposed Judge Menefee, with uplifted hand, "I beg of you, no comments! It would not be fair to the other contestants. Mr.—er—will you take the next turn?" The Judge addressed the young man who had the Agency.

"My version of the romance," began the young man, diffidently clasping his hands, "would be this: They did not quarrel when they parted. Mr. Redruth bade her good-by and went out into the world to seek his fortune. He knew his love would remain true to him. He scorned the thought that his rival could make an impression upon a heart so fond and faithful. I would say that Mr. Redruth went out to the Rocky Mountains in Wyoming to seek for gold. One day a crew of pirates landed and captured him while at work, and—"

"Hey! what's that?" sharply called the passenger who was nobody in particular—"a crew of pirates landed in the Rocky Mountains! Will you tell us how they sailed—"

"Landed from a train," said the narrator, quietly and not without some readiness. "They kept him prisoner in a cave for months, and then they took him hundreds of miles away to the forests of Alaska. There a beautiful Indian girl fell in love with him, but he remained true to Alice. After another year of wandering in the woods, he set out with the diamonds—"

"What diamonds?" asked the unimportant passenger, almost with acerbity.

"The ones the saddle maker showed him in the Peruvian temple," said the other, somewhat obscurely. "When he reached home, Alice's mother led him, weeping, to a green mound under a willow tree. 'Her heart was broken when you left,' said her mother. 'And what of my rival—of Chester McIntosh?' asked Mr. Redruth, as he knelt sadly by Alice's grave. 'When he found out,' she answered, 'that her heart was yours, he pined away day by day until, at length, he started a furniture store in Grand Rapids. We heard lately that he was bitten to death by an infuriated moose near South Bend, Ind., where he had gone to try to forget scenes of civilization.' With which, Mr. Redruth forsook the face of mankind and became a hermit, as we have seen.

"My story," concluded the young man with an Agency, "may lack the literary quality; but what I wanted it to show is that the young lady remained true. She cared nothing for wealth in comparison with true affection. I admire and believe in the fair sex too much to think otherwise."

The narrator ceased, with a sidelong glance at the corner where reclined the lady passenger.

Bildad Rose was next invited by Judge Menefee to contribute his story in the contest for the apple of judgment. The stage-driver's essay was brief.

"I'm not one of them lobo wolves," he said, "who are always blaming on women the calamities of life. My testimony in regards to the fiction story you ask for, Judge, will be about as follows: What ailed Redruth was pure laziness. If he had up and slugged this Percival De Lacey that tried to give him the outside of the road, and had kept Alice in the grape-vine swing with the blind-bridle on, all would have been well. The woman you want is sure worth taking pains for.

"'Send for me if you want me again,' says Redruth, and hoists his Stetson, and walks off. He'd have called it pride, but the nixycomlogical name for it is laziness. No woman don't like to run after a man. 'Let him come back, himself,' says the girl; and I'll be bound she tells the boy with the pay ore to trot; and then spends her time watching out the window for the man with the empty pocket-book and the tickly moustache.

"I reckon Redruth waits about nine year expecting her to send him a note by a nigger asking him to forgive her. But she don't. 'This game won't work,' says Redruth; 'then so won't I.' And he goes in the hermit business and raises whiskers. Yes; laziness and whiskers was what done the trick. They travel together. You ever hear of a man with long whisker sand hair striking a bonanza? No. Look at the Duke of Marlborough and this Standard Oil snoozer. Have they got 'em?

"Now, this Alice didn't ever marry, I'll bet a hoss. If Redruth had married somebody else she might have done so, too. But he never turns up. She has these here things they call fond memories, and maybe a lock of hair and a corset steel that he broke, treasured up. Them sort of articles is as good as a husband to some women. I'd say she played out a lone hand. I don't blame no woman for old man Redruth's abandonment of barber shops and clean shirts."

Next in order came the passenger who was nobody in particular. Nameless to us, he travels the road from Paradise to Sunrise City.

But him you shall see, if the firelight be not too dim, as he responds to the Judge's call.

A lean form, in rusty-brown clothing, sitting like a frog, his arms wrapped about his legs, his chin resting upon his knees. Smooth, oakum-colored hair; long nose; mouth like a satyr's, with upturned, tobacco-stained corners. An eye like a fish's; a red necktie with a horseshoe pin. He began with a rasping chuckle that gradually formed itself into words.

"Everybody wrong so far. What! a romance without any orange blossoms! Ho, ho! My money on the lad with the butterfly tie and the certified checks in his trouserings.

"Take 'em as they parted at the gate? All right. 'You never loved me,' says Redruth, wildly, 'or you wouldn't speak to a man who can buy you the ice-cream.' 'I hate him,' says she. 'I loathe his side-bar buggy; I despise the elegant cream bonbons he sends me in gilt boxes covered with real lace; I feel that I could stab him to the heart when he presents me with a solid medallion locket with turquoises and pearls running in a vine around the border. Away with him!' Tis only you I love.' 'Back to the cosey corner!' says Redruth. 'Was I bound and lettered in East Aurora? Get platonic, if you please. No jack-pots for mine. Go and hate your friend some more. For me the Nickerson girl on Avenue B, and gum, and a trolley ride.'

"Around that night comes John W. Croesus. 'What! tears?' says he, arranging his pearl pin. 'You have driven my lover away,' says little Alice, sobbing: 'I hate the sight of you.' 'Marry me, then,' says John W., lighting a Henry Clay. 'What!' she cries indignantly, 'marry you! Never,' she says, 'until this blows over, and I can do some shopping, and you see about the license. There's a telephone next door if you want to call up the county clerk.'"

The narrator paused to give vent to his cynical chuckle.

"Did they marry?" he continued. "Did the duck swallow the June-bug? And then I take up the case of Old Boy Redruth. There's where you are all wrong again, according to my theory. What turned him into a hermit? One says laziness; one says remorse; one says booze. I say women did it. How old is the old man now?" asked the speaker, turning to Bildad Rose.

"I should say about sixty-five."

"All right. He conducted his hermit shop here for twenty years. Say he was twenty-five when he took off his hat at the gate. That leaves twenty years for him to account for, or else be docked. Where did he spend that ten and two fives? I'll give you my idea. Up for bigamy. Say there was the fat blonde in Saint Jo, and the panatela brunette at Skillet Ridge, andthe gold tooth down in the Kaw valley. Redruth gets his cases mixed, and they send him up the road. He gets out after they are through with him, and says: 'Any line for me except the crinoline. The hermit trade is not overdone, and the stenographers never apply to 'em for work. The jolly hermit's life for me. No more long hairs in the comb or dill pickles lying around in the cigar tray.' You tell me they pinched old Redruth for the noodle villa just because he said he was King Solomon? Figs! He was
 Solomon. That's all of mine. I guess it don't call for any apples. Enclosed find stamps. It don't sound much like a prize winner."

Respecting the stricture laid by Judge Menefee against comments upon the stories, all were silent when the passenger who was nobody in particular had concluded. And then the ingenious originator of the contest cleared his throat to begin the ultimate entry for the prize. Though seated with small comfort upon the floor, you might search in vain for any abatement of dignity in Judge Menefee. The now diminishing firelight played softly upon his face, as clearly chiseled as a Roman emperor's on some old coin, and upon the thick waves of his honorable grey hair.

"A woman's heart!" he began, in even but thrilling tones—"who can hope to fathom it? The ways and desires of men are various. I think that the hearts of all women beat with the same rhythm, and to the same old tune of love. Love, to a woman, means sacrifice. If she be worthy of the name, no gold or rank will outweigh with her a genuine devotion.

"Gentlemen of the—er—I should say, my friends, the case of Redruth versus love and affection has been called. Yet, who is on trial? Not Redruth, for he has been punished. Not those immortal passions that clothe our lives with the joy of the angels. Then who? Each man of us here tonight stands at the bar to answer if chivalry or darkness inhabits his bosom. To judge us sits womankind in the form of one of its fairest flowers. In her hand she holds the prize, intrinsically insignificant, but worthy of our noblest efforts to win as a guerdon of approval from so worthy a representative of feminine judgment and taste.

"In taking up the imaginary history of Redruth and the fair being to whom he gave his heart, I must, in the beginning, raise my voice against the unworthy insinuation that the selfishness or perfidy or love of luxury of any woman drove him to renounce the world. I have not found woman to be so unspiritual or venal. We must seek elsewhere, among man's baser nature and lower motives for the cause.

"There was, in all probability, a lover's quarrel as they stood at the gate on that memorable day. Tormented by jealousy, young Redruth vanished from his native haunts. But had he just cause to do so? There is no evidence for or against. But there is something higher than evidence; there is the grand, eternal belief in woman's goodness, in her steadfastness against temptation, in her loyalty even in the face of proffered riches.

"I picture to myself the rash lover, wandering, self-tortured, about the world. I picture his gradual descent, and, finally, his complete despair when he realizes that he has lost the most precious gift life had to offer him. Then his withdrawal from the world of sorrow and the subsequent derangement of his faculties becomes intelligible.

"But what do I see on the other hand? A lonely woman fading away as the years roll by; still faithful, still waiting, still watching for a form and listening for a step that will come no more. She is old now. Her hair is white and smoothly banded. Each day she sits at the door and gazes longingly down the dusty road. In spirit she is waiting there at the gate, just as he left her—his forever, but not here below. Yes; my belief in woman paints that picture in my mind. Parted forever on earth, but waiting! She in anticipation of a meeting in Elysium; he in the Slough of Despond."

"I thought he was in the bughouse," said the passenger who was nobody in particular.

Judge Menefee stirred, a little impatiently. The men sat, drooping, in grotesque attitudes. The wind had abated its violence; coming now in fitful, virulent puffs. The fire had burned to a mass of red coals which shed but a dim light within the room. The lady passenger in her cosey nook looked to be but a formless dark bulk, crowned by a mass of coiled, sleek hair and showing but a small space of snowy forehead above her clinging boa.

Judge Menefee got stiffly to his feet.

"And now, Miss Garland," he announced, "we have concluded. It is for you to award the prize to the one of us whose argument—especially, I may say, in regard to his estimate of true womanhood—approaches nearest to your own conception."

No answer came from the lady passenger. Judge Menefee bent over solicitously. The passenger who was nobody in particular laughed low and harshly. The lady was sleeping sweetly. The Judge essayed to take her hand to awaken her. In doing so he touched a small, cold, round, irregular something in her lap.

"She has eaten the apple," announced Judge Menefee, in awed tones, as he held up the core for them to see.




Next to Reading Matter



He compelled my interest as he stepped from the ferry at Desbrosses Street. He had the air of being familiar with hemispheres and worlds, and of entering New York as the lord of a demesne who revisited it in after years of absence. But I thought that, with all his air, he had never before set foot on the slippery cobblestones of the City of Too Many Caliphs.

He wore loose clothes of a strange bluish drab color, and a conservative, round Panama hat without the cock-a-loop indentations and cants with which Northern fanciers disfigure the tropic head-gear. Moreover, he was the homeliest man I have ever seen. His ugliness was less repellent than startling—arising from a sort of Lincolnian ruggedness and irregularity of feature that spellbound you with wonder and dismay. So may have looked afrites or the shapes metamorphosed from the vapor of the fisherman's vase. As he afterward told me, his name was Judson Tate; and he may as well be called so at once. He wore his green silk tie through a topaz ring; and he carried a cane made of the vertebrae of a shark.

Judson Tate accosted me with some large and casual inquiries about the city's streets and hotels, in the manner of one who had but for the moment forgotten the trifling details. I could think of no reason for disparaging my own quiet hotel in the downtown district; so the midmorning of the night found us already victualed and drinked (at my expense), and ready to be chaired and tobaccoed in a quiet corner of the lobby.

There was something on Judson Tate's mind, and, such as it was, he tried to convey it to me. Already he had accepted me as his friend; and when I looked at his great, snuff-brown first-mate's hand, with which he brought emphasis to his periods, within six inches of my nose, I wondered if, by any chance, he was as sudden in conceiving enmity against strangers.

When this man began to talk I perceived in him a certain power. His voice was a persuasive instrument, upon which he played with a somewhat specious but effective art. He did not try to make you forget his ugliness; he flaunted it in your face and made it part of the charm of his speech. Shutting your eyes, you would have trailed after this rat-catcher's pipes at least to the walls of Hamelin. Beyond that you would have had to be more childish to follow. But let him play his own tune to the words set down, so that if all is too dull, the art of music may bear the blame.

"Women," said Judson Tate, "are mysterious creatures."

My spirits sank. I was not there to listen to such a world-old hypothesis—to such a time-worn, long-ago-refuted, bald, feeble, illogical, vicious, patent sophistry—to an ancient, baseless, wearisome, ragged, unfounded, insidious, falsehood originated by women themselves, and by them insinuated, foisted, thrust, spread, and ingeniously promulgated into the ears of mankind by underhanded, secret and deceptive methods, for the purpose of augmenting, furthering, and reinforcing their own charms and designs.

"Oh, I don't know!" said I, vernacularly.

"Have you ever heard of Oratama?" he asked.

"Possibly," I answered. "I seem to recall a toe dancer—or a suburban addition—or was it a perfume?—of some such name."

"It is a town," said Judson Tate, "on the coast of a foreign country of which you know nothing and could understand less. It is a country governed by a dictator and controlled by revolutions and insubordination. It was there that a great life-drama was played, with Judson Tate, the homeliest man in America, and Fergus McMahan, the handsomest adventurer in history or fiction, and Senorita Anabela Zamora, the beautiful daughter of the alcalde of Oratama, as chief actors. And, another thing—nowhere else on the globe except in the department of Trienta y tres in Uruguay does the chuchula
 plant grow. The products of the country I speak of are valuable woods, dyestuffs, gold, rubber, ivory, and cocoa."

"I was not aware," said I, "that South America produced any ivory."

"There you are twice mistaken," said Judson Tate, distributing the words over at least an octave of his wonderful voice. "I did not say that the country I spoke of was in South America—I must be careful, my dear man; I have been in politics there, you know. But, even so—I have played chess against its president with a set carved from the nasal bones of the tapir—one of our native specimens of the order of perissodactyle
 ungulates
 inhabiting the Cordilleras—which was as pretty ivory as you would care to see.

"But is was of romance and adventure and the ways of women that was I going to tell you, and not of zoological animals.

"For fifteen years I was the ruling power behind old Sancho Benavides, the Royal High Thumbscrew of the republic. You've seen his picture in the papers—a mushy black man with whiskers like the notes on a Swiss music-box cylinder, and a scroll in his right hand like the ones they write births on in the family Bible. Well, that chocolate potentate used to be the biggest item of interest anywhere between the color line and the parallels of latitude. It was three throws, horses, whether he was to wind up in the Hall of Fame or the Bureau of Combustibles. He'd have been sure called the Roosevelt of the Southern Continent if it hadn't been that Grover Cleveland was President at the time. He'd hold office a couple of terms, then he'd sit out for a hand —always after appointing his own successor for the interims.

"But it was not Benavides, the Liberator, who was making all this fame for himself. Not him. It was Judson Tate. Benavides was only the chip over the bug. I gave him the tip when to declare war and increase import duties and wear his state trousers. But that wasn't what I wanted to tell you. How did I get to be It? I'll tell you. Because I'm the most gifted talker that ever made vocal sounds since Adam first opened his eyes, pushed aside the smelling-salts, and asked: 'Where am I?'

"As you observe, I am about the ugliest man you ever saw outside the gallery of photographs of the New England early Christian Scientists. So, at an early age, I perceived that what I lacked in looks I must make up in eloquence. That I've done. I get what I go after. As the back-stop and still small voice of old Benavides I made all the great historical powers-behind-the-throne, such as Talleyrand, Mrs. de Pompadour, and Loeb, look as small as the minority report of a Duma. I could talk nations into or out of debt, harangue armies to sleep on the battlefield, reduce insurrections, inflammations, taxes, appropriations or surpluses with a few words, and call up the dogs of war or the dove of peace with the same bird-like whistle. Beauty and epaulettes and curly moustaches and Grecian profiles in other men were never in my way. When people first look at me they shudder. Unless they are in the last stages of angina pectoris
 they are mine in ten minutes after I begin to talk. Women and men—I win 'em as they come. Now, you wouldn't think women would fancy a man with a face like mine, would you?"

"Oh, yes, Mr. Tate," said I. "History is bright and fiction dull with homely men who have charmed women. There seems—"

"Pardon me," interrupted Judson Tate, "but you don't quite understand. You have yet to hear my story.

"Fergus McMahan was a friend of mine in the capital. For a handsome man I'll admit he was the duty-free merchandise. He had blond curls and laughing blue eyes and was featured regular. They said he was a ringer for the statue they call Herr Mees, the god of speech and eloquence resting in some museum at Rome. Some German anarchist, I suppose. They are always resting and talking.

"But Fergus was no talker. He was brought up with the idea that to be beautiful was to make good. His conversation was about as edifying as listening to a leak dropping in a tin dish-pan at the head of the bed when you want to go to sleep. But he and me got to be friends—maybe because we was so opposite, don't you think? Looking at the Halloween mask that I call my face when I'm shaving seemed to give Fergus pleasure; and I'm sure that whenever I heard the feeble output of throat noises that he called conversation I felt contented to be a gargoyle with a silver tongue.

"One time I found it necessary to go down to this coast town of Oratama to straighten out a lot of political unrest and chop off a few heads in the customs and military departments. Fergus, who owned the ice and sulphur-match concessions of the republic, says he'll keep me company.

"So, in a jangle of mule-train bells, we gallops into Oratama, and the town belonged to us as much as Long Island Sound doesn't belong to Japan when T. R. is at Oyster Bay. I say us; but I mean me. Everybody for four nations, two oceans, one bay and isthmus, and five archipelagoes around had heard of Judson Tate. Gentleman adventurer, they called me. I had been written up in five columns of the yellow journals, 40,000 words (with marginal decorations) in a monthly magazine, and a stickful on the twelfth page of the New York Times
 . If the beauty of Fergus McMahan gained any part of our reception in Oratama, I'll eat the price-tag in my Panama. It was me that they hung out paper flowers and palm branches for. I am not a jealous man; I am stating facts. The people were Nebuchadnezzars; they bit the grass before me; there was no dust in the town for them to bite. They bowed down to Judson Tate. They knew that I was the power behind Sancho Benavides. A word from me was more to them than a whole deckle-edged library from East Aurora in sectional bookcases was from anybody else. And yet there are people who spend hours fixing their faces—rubbing in cold cream and massaging th emuscles (always toward the eyes) and taking in the slack with tincture of benzoin and electrolyzing moles— to what end? Looking handsome. Oh, what a mistake! It's the larynx that the beauty doctors ought to work on. It's words more than warts, talk more than talcum, palaver more than powder, blarney more than bloom that counts—the phonograph instead of the photograph. But I was going to tell you.

"The local Astors put me and Fergus up at the Centipede Club, a frame building built on posts sunk in the surf. The tide's only nine inches. The Little Big High Low Jack-in-the-game of the town came around and kowtowed. Oh, it wasn't to Herr Mees. They had heard about Judson Tate.

"One afternoon me and Fergus McMahan was sitting on the seaward gallery of the Centipede, drinking iced rum and talking.

"'Judson,' says Fergus, 'there's an angel in Oratama.'

"'So long,' says I, 'as it ain't Gabriel, why talk as if you had heard a trump blow?'

"'It's the Senorita Anabela Zamora,' says Fergus. 'She's—she's—she's as lovely as—as hell!'

"'Bravo!' says I, laughing heartily. 'You have a true lover's eloquence to paint the beauties of your inamorata. You remind me,' says I, 'of Faust's wooing of Marguerite—that is, if he wooed her after he went down the trap-door of the stage.'

"'Judson,' says Fergus, 'you know you are as beautiless as a rhinoceros. You can't have any interest in women. I'm awfully gone in Miss Anabela. And that's why I'm telling you.'

"'Oh, seguramente
 ,' says I. 'I know I have a front elevation like an Aztec god that guards a buried treasure that never did exist in Jefferson County, Yucatan. But there are compensations. For instance, I am It in this country as far as the eye can reach, and then a few perches and poles. And again,' says I, 'when I engage people in a set-to of oral, vocal, and laryngeal utterances, I do not usually confine my side of the argument to what may be likened to a cheap phonographic reproduction of the ravings of a jellyfish.'

"'Oh, I know,' says Fergus, amiable, 'that I'm not handy at small talk. Or large, either. That's why I'm telling you. I want you to help me.'

"'How can I do it?' I asked.

"'I have subsidized,' says Fergus, 'the services of Senorita Anabela's duenna, whose name is Francesca. You have a reputation in this country, Judson,' says Fergus, 'of being a great man and a hero.'

"'I have,' says I. 'And I deserve it.'

"'And I,' says Fergus, 'am the best-looking man between the arctic circle and antarctic ice pack.'

"'With limitations,' says I, 'as to physiognomy and geography, I freely concede you to be.'

"'Between the two of us,' says Fergus, 'we ought to land the Senorita Anabela Zamora. The lady, as you know, is of an old Spanish family, and further than looking at her driving in the family carruaje
 of afternoons around the plaza, or catching a glimpse of her through a barred window of evenings, she is as unapproachable as a star.'

"'Land her for which one of us?' says I.

"'For me of course,' says Fergus. 'You've never seen her. Now, I've had Francesca point me out to her as being you on several occasions. When she sees me on the plaza, she thinks she's looking at Don Judson Tate, the greatest hero, statesman, and romantic figure in the country. With your reputation and my looks combined in one man, how can she resist him? She's heard all about your thrilling history, of course. And she's seen me. Can any woman want more?' asks Fergus McMahan.

"'Can she do with less?' I ask. 'How can we separate our mutual attractions, and how shall we apportion the proceeds?'

"Then Fergus tells me his scheme.

"The house of the alcalde, Don Luis Zamora, he says, has a patio
 , of course—a kind of inner courtyard opening from the street. In an angle of it is his daughter's window—as dark a place as you could find. And what do you think he wants me to do? Why, knowing my freedom, charm, and skilfulness of tongue, he proposes that I go into the patio
 at midnight, when the hobgoblin face of me cannot be seen, and make love to her for him—for the pretty man that she has seen on the plaza, thinking him to be Don Judson Tate.

"Why shouldn't I do it for him—for my friend, Fergus McMahan? For him to ask me was a compliment—an acknowledgment of his own shortcomings.

"'You little, lily white, fine-haired, highly polished piece of dumb sculpture,' says I, 'I'll help you. Make your arrangements and get me in the dark outside her window and my stream of conversation opened up with the moonlight tremolo stop turned on, and she's yours.'

"'Keep your face hid, Jud,' says Fergus. 'For heaven's sake, keep your face hid. I'm a friend of yours in all kinds of sentiment, but this is a business deal. If I could talk I wouldn't ask you. But seeing me and listening to you I don't see why she can't be landed.'

"'By you?' says I.

"'By me,' says Fergus.

"Well, Fergus and the duenna, Francesca, attended to the details. And one night they fetched me a long black cloak with a high collar, and led me to the house at midnight. I stood by the window in the patio
 until I heard a voice as soft and sweet as an angel's whisper on the other side of the bars. I could see only a faint, white clad shape inside; and, true to Fergus, I pulled the collar of my cloak high up, for it was July in the wet seasons, and the nights were chilly. And, smothering a laugh as I thought of the tongue-tied Fergus, I began to talk.

"Well, sir, I talked an hour at the Senorita Anabela. I say 'at' because it was not 'with'. Now and then she would say: 'Oh, Senor,' or 'Now, ain't you foolin'?' or 'I know you don't mean that' and such things as women will when they are being rightly courted. Both of us knew English and Spanish; so in two languages I tried to win the heart of the lady for my friend Fergus. But for the bars to the window I could have done it in one. At the end of the hour she dismissed me and gave me a big, red rose. I handed it over to Fergus when I got home.

"For three weeks every third or fourth night I impersonated my friend in the patio
 at the window of Senorita Anabela. At last she admitted that her heart was mine, and spoke of having seen me every afternoon when she drove in the plaza. It was Fergus she had seen, of course. But it was my talk that won her. Suppose Fergus had gone there, and tried to make a hit in the dark with his beauty all invisible, and not a word to say for himself!

"On the last night she promised to be mine—that is, Fergus's. And she put her hand between the bars for me to kiss. I bestowed the kiss and took the news to Fergus.

"'You might have left that for me to do,' says he.

"'That'll be your job hereafter,' says I. 'Keep on doing that and don't try to talk. Maybe after she thinks she's in love she won't notice the difference between real conversation and the inarticulate sort of droning that you give forth.'

"Now, I had never seen Senorita Anabela. So, the next day Fergus asks me to walk with him through the plaza and view the daily promenade and exhibition of Oratama society, a sight that had no interest for me. But I went; and children and dogs took to the banana groves and mangrove swamps as soon as they had a look at my face.

"'Here she comes,' said Fergus, twirling his moustache—'the one in white, in the open carriage with the black horse.'

"I looked and felt the ground rock under my feet. For Senorita Anabela Zamora was the most beautiful woman in the world, and the only one from that moment on, so far as Judson Tate was concerned. I saw at a glance that I must be hers and she mine forever. I thought of my face and nearly fainted; and then I thought of my other talents and stood upright again. And I had been wooing her for three weeks for another man!

"As Senorita Anabela's carriage rolled slowly past, she gave Fergus a long, soft glance from the corners of her night-black eyes, a glance that would have sent Judson Tate up into heaven in a rubber-tired chariot. But she never looked at me. And that handsome man only ruffles his curls and smirks and prances like a lady-killer at my side.

"'What do you think of her, Judson?' asks Fergus, with an air.

"'This much,' says I. 'She is to me Mrs. Judson Tate. I am no man to play tricks on a friend. So take your warning.'

"I thought Fergus would die laughing.

"'Well, well, well,' said he, 'you old doughface! Struck too, are you? That's great! But you're too late. Francesca tells me that Anabela talks of nothing but me, day and night. Of course, I'm awfully obliged to you for making that chin-music to her of evenings. But, do you know, I've an idea that I could have done it as well myself.'

"'Mrs. Judson Tate,' says I. 'Don't forget the name. You've had the use of my tongue to go with your good looks, my boy. You can't lend me your looks; but hereafter my tongue is my own. Keep your mind on the name that's to be on the visiting cards two inches by three and a half—"Mrs. Judson Tate." That's all.'

"'All right,' says Fergus, laughing again. 'I've talked with her father, the alcalde, and he's willing. He's to give a baile
 tomorrow evening in his new warehouse. If you were a dancing man, Jud, I'd expect you around to meet the future Mrs. McMahan.'

"But on the next evening, when the music was playing loudest at the Alcade Zamora's baile
 , into the room steps Judson Tate in a new white linen clothes as if he were the biggest man in the whole nation, which he was.

"Some of the musicians jumped off the key when they saw my face, and one or two of the timidest senoritas let out a screech or two. But up prances the alcalde and almost wipes the dust off my shoes with his forehead. No mere good looks could have won me that sensational entrance.

"'I hear much, Senor Zamora,' says I, 'of the charm of your daughter. It would give me great pleasure to be presented to her.'

"There were about six dozen willow rocking-chairs, with pink tidies tied on to them, arranged against the walls. In one of them sat Senorita Anabela in white Swiss and red slippers, with pearls and fireflies in her hair. Fergus was at the other end of the room trying to break away from two maroons and a claybank girl.

"The alcalde leads me up to Anabela and presents me. When she took the first look at my face she dropped her fan and nearly turned her chair over from the shock. But I'm used to that.

"I sat down by her, and began to talk. When she heard me speak she jumped, and her eyes got as big as alligator pears. She couldn't strike a balance between the tones of my voice and face I carried. But I kept on talking in the key of C, which is the ladies' key; and presently she sat still in her chair and a dreamy look came into her eyes. She was coming my way. She knew of Judson Tate, and what a big man he was, and the big things he had done; and that was in my favor. But, of course, it was some shock to her to find out that I was not the pretty man that had been pointed out to her as the great Judson. And then I took the Spanish language, which is better than English for certain purposes, and played on it like a harp of a thousand strings. I ranged from the second G below the staff up to F-sharp above it. I set my voice to poetry, art, romance, flowers, and moonlight. I repeated some of the verses that I had murmured to her in the dark at her window; and I knew from a sudden soft sparkle in her eye that she recognized in my voice the tones of her midnight mysterious wooer.

"Anyhow, I had Fergus McMahan going. Oh, the vocal is the true art—no doubt about that. Handsome is as handsome palavers. That's the renovated proverb.

"I took Senorita Anabela for a walk in the lemon grove while Fergus, disfiguring himself with an ugly frown, was waltzing with the claybank girl. Before we returned I had permission to come to her window in the patio
 the next evening at midnight and talk some more.

"Oh, it was easy enough. In two weeks Anabela was engaged to me, and Fergus was out. He took it calm, for a handsome man, and told me he wasn't going to give in.

"'Talk may be all right in its place, Judson,' he says to me, 'although I've never thought it worth cultivating. 'But,' says he, 'to expect mere words to back up successfully a face like yours in a lady's good graces is like expecting a man to make a square meal on the ringing of a dinner-bell.'

"But I haven't begun on the story I was going to tell you yet.

"One day I took a long ride in the hot sunshine, and then took a bath in the cold waters of a lagoon on the edge of the town before I'd cooled off.

"That evening after dark I called at the alcalde's to see Anabela. I was calling regular every evening then, and we were to be married in a month. She was looking like a bulbul, a gazelle, and a tea-rose and her eyes were as soft and bright as two quarts of cream skimmed off from the Milky Way. She looked at my rugged features without any expression of fear or repugnance. Indeed, I fancied that I saw a look of deep admiration and affection, such as she had cast at Fergus on the plaza.

"I sat down, and opened my mouth to tell Anabela what she loved to hear—that she was a trust, monopolizing all the loveliness of earth. I opened my mouth, and instead of the usual vibrating words of love and compliment, there came forth a faint wheeze such as a baby with croup might emit. Not a word—not a syllable—not an intelligible sound. I had caught cold in my laryngeal regions when I took my injudicious bath.

"For two hours I sat trying to entertain Anabela. She talked a certain amount, but it was perfunctory and diluted. The nearest approach I made to speech was to formulate a sound like a clam trying to sing 'A Life on the Ocean Wave' at low tide. It seemed that Anabela's eyes did not rest upon me as often as usual. I had nothing with which to charm her ears. We looked at pictures and she played the guitar occasionally, very badly. When I left, her parting manner seemed cool —or at least thoughtful.

"This happened for five evenings consecutively.

"On the sixth day she ran away with Fergus McMahan.

"It was known that they fled in a sailing yacht bound for Belize. I was only eight hours behind them in a small steam launch belonging to the Revenue Department.

"Before I sailed, I rushed into the botica of old Manuel Iquito, a half-breed Indian druggist. I could not speak, but I pointed to my throat and made a sound like escaping steam. He began to yawn. In an hour, according to the customs of the country, I would have been waited on. I reached across the counter, seized him by the throat, and pointed again to my own. He yawned once more, and thrust into my hand a small bottle containing a black liquid.

"'Take one small spoonful every two hours,' says he.

"I threw him a dollar and skinned for the steamer.

"I steamed into the harbor at Belize thirteen seconds behind the yacht that Anabela and Fergus were on. They started for the shore in a dory just as my skiff was lowered over the side. I tried to order my sailormen to row faster, but the sounds died in my larynx before they came to the light. Then I thought of old Iquito's medicine, and I got out his bottle and took a swallow of it.

"The two boats landed at the same moment. I walked straight up to Anabela and Fergus. Her eyes rested upon me for an instant; then she turned them, full of feeling and confidence, upon Fergus. I knew I could not speak, but I was desperate. In speech lay my only hope. I could not stand beside Fergus and challenge comparison in the way of beauty. Purely involuntarily, my larynx and epiglottis attempted to reproduce the sounds that my mind was calling upon my vocal organs to send forth.

"To my intense surprise and delight the words rolled forth beautifully clear, resonant, exquisitely modulated, full of power, expression, and long-repressed emotion.

"'Senorita Anabela,' says I, 'may I speak with you aside for a moment?'

"You don't want details about that, do you? Thanks. The old eloquence had come back all right. I led her under a cocoanut palm and put my old verbal spell on her again.

"'Judson,' says she, 'when you are talking to me I can hear nothing else—I can see nothing else—there is nothing and nobody else in the world for me.'

"Well, that's about all of the story. Anabela went back to Oratama in the steamer with me. I never heard what became of Fergus. I never saw him any more. Anabela is now Mrs. Judson Tate. Has my story bored you much?"

"No,"said I. "I am always interested in psychological studies. A human heart—and especially a woman's—is a wonderful thing to contemplate."

"It is,"said Judson Tate. "And so are the trachea and bronchial tubes of man. And the larynx too. Did you ever make a study of the windpipe?"

"Never,"said I. "But I have taken much pleasure in your story. May I ask after Mrs. Tate, and inquire of her present health and whereabouts?"

"Oh, sure,"said Judson Tate. "We are living in Bergen Avenue, Jersey City. The climate down in Oratama didn't suit Mrs. T. I don't suppose you ever dissected the arytenoid cartilages of the epiglottis, did you?"

"Why, no," said I, "I am no surgeon."

"Pardon me,"said Judson Tate, "but every man should know enough of anatomy and therapeutics to safeguard his own health. A sudden cold may set up capillary bronchitis or inflammation of the pulmonary vesicles, which may result in a serious affection of the vocal organs."

"Perhaps so,"said I, with some impatience; "but that is neither here nor there. Speaking of the strange manifestations of the affection of women, I—"

"Yes, yes,"interrupted Judson Tate; "they have peculiar ways. But, as I was going to tell you: when I went back to Oratama I found out from Manuel Iquito what was in that mixture he gave me for my lost voice. I told you how quick it cured me. He made that stuff from the chuchula plant. Now, look here."

Judson Tate drew an oblong, white pasteboard box from his pocket.

"For any cough," he said, "or cold, or hoarseness, or bronchial affection whatsoever, I have here the greatest remedy in the world. You see the formula, printed on the box. Each tablet contains licorice, 2 grains; balsam tolu, 1/10 grain; oil of anise, 1/20 minim; oil of tar, 1/60 minim; oleo-resin of cubebs, 1/100 minim; fluid extract of chuchula, 1/10 minim.

"I am in New York,"went on Judson Tate, "for the purpose of organizing a company to market the greatest remedy for throat affections ever discovered. At present I am introducing the lozenges in a small way. I have here a box containing four dozen, which I am selling for the small sum of fifty cents. If you are suffering—"

I got up and went away without a word. I walked slowly up to the little park near my hotel, leaving Judson Tate alone with his conscience. My feelings were lacerated. He had poured gently upon me a story that I might have used. There was a little of the breath of life in it, and some of the synthetic atmosphere that passes, when cunningly tinkered, in the marts. And, at the last it had proven to be a commercial pill, deftly coated with the sugar of fiction. The worst of it was that I could not offer it for sale. Advertising departments and counting-rooms look down upon me. And it would never do for the literary. Therefore I sat upon a bench with other disappointed ones until my eyelids drooped.

I went to my room, and, as my custom is, read for an hour stories in my favorite magazines. This was to get my mind back to art again.

And as I read each story, I threw the magazines sadly and hopelessly, one by one, upon the floor. Each author, without one exception to bring balm to my heart, wrote liltingly and sprightly a story of some particular make of motorcar that seemed to control the sparking plug of his genius.

And when the last one was hurled from me I took heart.

"If readers can swallow so many proprietary automobiles,"I said to myself, "they ought not to strain at one of Tate's Compound Magic Chuchula Bronchial Lozenges."

And so if you see this story in print you will understand that business is business, and that if Art gets very far ahead of Commerce, she will have to get up and hustle.

I may as well add, to make a clean job of it, that you can't buy the chuchula plant in the drug stores.




While the Auto Waits



Promptly at the beginning of twilight, came again to that quiet corner of that quiet, small park the girl in gray. She sat upon a bench and read a book, for there was yet to come a half hour in which print could be accomplished.

To repeat: Her dress was gray, and plain enough to mask its impeccancy of style and fit. A large-meshed veil imprisoned her turban hat and a face that shone through it with a calm and unconscious beauty. She had come there at the same hour on the day previous, and on the day before that; and there was one who knew it.

The young man who knew it hovered near, relying upon burnt sacrifices to the great joss, Luck. His piety was rewarded, for, in turning a page, her book slipped from her fingers and bounded from the bench a full yard away.

The young man pounced upon it with instant avidity, returning it to its owner with that air that seems to flourish in parks and public places—a compound of gallantry and hope, tempered with respect for the policeman on the beat. In a pleasant voice, he risked an inconsequent remark upon the weather—that introductory topic responsible for so much of the world's unhappiness—and stood poised for a moment, awaiting his fate.

The girl looked him over leisurely; at his ordinary, neat dress and his features distinguished by nothing particular in the way of expression.

"You may sit down, if you like," she said, in a full, deliberate contralto. "Really, I would like to have you do so. The light is too bad for reading. I would prefer to talk."

The vassal of Luck slid upon the seat by her side with complaisance.

"Do you know," he said, speaking the formula with which park chairmen open their meetings, "that you are quite the stunningest girl I have seen in a long time? I had my eye on you yesterday. Didn't know somebody was bowled over by those pretty lamps of yours, did you, honeysuckle?"

"Whoever you are," said the girl, in icy tones, "you must remember that I am a lady. I will excuse the remark you have just made because the mistake was, doubtless, not an unnatural one—in your circle. I asked you to sit down; if the invitation must constitute me your honeysuckle, consider it withdrawn."

"I earnestly beg your pardon," pleaded the young ran. His expression of satisfaction had changed to one of penitence and humility. "It was my fault, you know—I mean, there are girls in parks, you know—that is, of course, you don't know, but—"

"Abandon the subject, if you please. Of course I know. Now, tell me about these people passing and crowding, each way, along these paths. Where are they going? Why do they hurry so? Are they happy?"

The young man had promptly abandoned his air of coquetry. His cue was now for a waiting part; he could not guess the role he would be expected to play.

"It is interesting to watch them," he replied, postulating her mood. "It is the wonderful drama of life. Some are going to supper and some to—er—other places. One wonders what their histories are."

"I do not," said the girl; "I am not so inquisitive. I come here to sit because here, only, can I be near the great, common, throbbing heart of humanity. My part in life is cast where its beats are never felt. Can you surmise why I spoke to you, Mr.—?"

"Parkenstacker," supplied the young man. Then he looked eager and hopeful.

"No,"said the girl, holding up a slender finger, and smiling slightly. "You would recognize it immediately. It is impossible to keep one's name out of print. Or even one's portrait. This veil and this hat of my maid furnish me with an incog. You should have seen the chauffeur stare at it when he thought I did not see. Candidly, there are five or six names that belong in the holy of holies, and mine, by the accident of birth, is one of them. I spoke to you, Mr. Stackenpot—"

"Parkenstacker," corrected the young man, modestly.

"—Mr. Parkenstacker, because I wanted to talk, for once, with a natural man—one unspoiled by the despicable gloss of wealth and supposed social superiority. Oh! you do not know how weary I am of it—money, money, money! And of the men who surround me, dancing like little marionettes all cut by the same pattern. I am sick of pleasure, of jewels, of travel, of society, of luxuries of all kinds."

"I always had an idea," ventured the young man, hesitatingly, "that money must be a pretty good thing."

"A competence is to be desired. But when you have so many millions that—!"She concluded the sentence with a gesture of despair. "It is the monotony of it," she continued, "that palls. Drives, dinners, theatres, balls, suppers, with the gilding of superfluous wealth over it all. Sometimes the very tinkle of the ice in my champagne glass nearly drives me mad."

Mr. Parkenstacker looked ingenuously interested.

"I have always liked," he said, "to read and hear about the ways of wealthy and fashionable folks. I suppose I am a bit of a snob. But I like to have my information accurate. Now, I had formed the opinion that champagn is cooled in the bottle and not by placing ice in the glass."

The girl gave a musical laugh of genuine amusement.

"You should know," she explained, in an indulgent tone, "that we of the non-useful class depend for our amusement upon departure from precedent. Just now it is a fad to put ice in champagne. The idea was originated by a visiting Prince of Tartary while dining at the Waldorf. It will soon give way to some other whim. Just as at a dinner party this week on Madison Avenue a green kid glove was laid by the plate of each guest to be put on and used while eating olives."

"I see," admitted the young man, humbly.

"These special diversions of the inner circle do not become familiar to the common public."

"Sometimes," continued the girl, acknowledging his confession of error by a slight bow, "I have thought that if I ever should love a man it would be one of lowly station. One who is a worker and not a drone. But, doubtless, the claims of caste and wealth will prove stronger than my inclination. Just now I am besieged by two. One is a Grand Duke of a German principality. I think he has, or has had, a wife, somewhere, driven mad by his intemperance and cruelty. The other is an English Marquis, so cold and mercenary that I even prefer the diabolism of the Duke. What is it that impels me to tell you these things, Mr. Packenstacker?

"Parkenstacker," breathed the young man. "Indeed, you cannot know how much I appreciate your confidences."

The girl contemplated him with the calm, impersonal regard that befitted the difference in their stations.

"What is your line of business, Mr. Parkenstacker?" she asked.

"A very humble one. But I hope to rise in the world. Were you really in earnest when you said that you could love a man of lowly position?"

"Indeed I was. But I said 'might.' There is the Grand Duke and the Marquis, you know. Yes; no calling could be too humble were the man what I would wish him to be."

"I work," declared Mr. Parkenstacker, "in a restaurant."

The girl shrank slightly.

"Not as a waiter?" she said, a little imploringly. "Labor is noble, but personal attendance, you know—valets and—"

"I am not a waiter. I am cashier in"—on the street they faced that bounded the opposite side of the park was the brilliant electric sign "RESTAURANT"—"I am cashier in that restaurant you see there."

The girl consulted a tiny watch set in a bracelet of rich design upon her left wrist, and rose, hurriedly. She thrust her book into a glittering reticule suspended from her waist, for which, however, the book was too large.

"Why are you not at work?" she asked.

"I am on the night turn," said the young man; "it is yet an hour before my period begins. May I not hope to see you again?"

"I do not know. Perhaps—but the whim may not seize me again. I must go quickly now. There is a dinner, and a box at the play—and, oh! The same old round. Perhaps you noticed an automobile at the upper corner of the park as you came. One with a white body."

"And red running gear?" asked the young man, knitting his brows reflectively.

"Yes. I always come in that. Pierre waits for me there. He supposes me to be shopping in the department store across the square. Conceive of the bondage of the life wherein we must deceive even our chauffeurs. Goodnight."

"But it is dark now," said Mr. Parkenstacker, "and the park is full of rude men. May I not walk—"

"If you have the slightest regard for my wishes," said the girl, firmly, "you will remain at this bench for ten minutes after I have left. I do not mean to accuse you, but you are probably aware that autos generally bear the monogram of their owner. Again, goodnight."

Swift and stately she moved away through the dusk. The young man watched her graceful form as she reached the pavement at the park's edge, and turned up along it toward the corner where stood the automobile. Then he treacherously and unhesitatingly began to dodge and skim among the park trees and shrubbery in a course parallel to her route, keeping her well in sight.

When she reached the corner she turned her head to glance at the motor car, and then passed it, continuing on across the street. Sheltered behind a convenient standing cab, the young man followed her movements closely with his eyes. Passing down the sidewalk of the street opposite the park, she entered the restaurant with the blazing sign. The place was one of those frankly glaring establishments, all white paint and glass, where one may dine cheaply and conspicuously. The girl penetrated the restaurant to some retreat at its rear, whence she quickly emerged without her bat and veil.

The cashier's desk was well to the front. A red-haired girl an the stool climbed down, glancing pointedly at the clock as she did so. The girl in gray mounted in her place.

The young man thrust his hands into his pockets and walked slowly back along the sidewalk. At the corner his foot struck a small, paper-covered volume lying there, sending it sliding to the edge of the turf. By its picturesque cover he recognized it as the book the girl had been reading. He picked it up carelessly, and saw that its title was "New Arabian Nights," the author being of the name of Stevenson. He dropped it again upon the grass, and lounged, irresolute, for a minute. Then he stepped into the automobile, reclined upon the cushions, and said two words to the chauffeur:

"Club, Henri."




The Princess and the Puma



There had to be a king and queen, of course. The king was a terrible old man who wore six-shooters and spurs, and shouted in such a tremendous voice that the rattlers on the prairie would run into their holes under the prickly pear. Before there was a royal family they called the man "Whispering Ben." When he came to own 50,000 acres of land and more cattle than he could count, they called him O'Donnell "the Cattle King."

The queen had been a Mexican girl from Laredo. She made a good, mild, Colorado-claro wife, and even succeeded in teaching Ben to modify his voice sufficiently while in the house to keep the dishes from being broken. When Ben got to be king she would sit on the gallery of Espinosa Ranch and weave rush mats. When wealth became so irresistible and oppressive that upholstered chairs and a centre table were brought down from San Antone in the wagons, she bowed her smooth, dark head, and shared the fate of the Danae.

To avoid lese-majeste
 you have been presented first to the king and queen. They do not enter the story, which might be called "The Chronicle of the Princess, the Happy Thought, and the Lion that Bungled his Job."

Josefa O'Donnell was the surviving daughter, the princess. From her mother she inherited warmth of nature and a dusky, semi-tropic beauty. From Ben O'Donnell the royal she acquired a store of intrepidity, common sense, and the faculty of ruling. The combination was one worth going miles to see. Josefa while riding her pony at a gallop could put five out of six bullets through a tomato-can swinging at the end of a string. She could play for hours with a white kitten she owned, dressing it in all manner of absurd clothes. Scorning a pencil, she could tell you out of her head what 1545 two-year-olds would bring on the hoof, at $8.50 per head. Roughly speaking, the Espinosa Ranch is forty miles long and thirty broad—but mostly leased land. Josefa, on her pony, had prospected over every mile of it. Every cow-puncher on the range knew her by sight and was a loyal vassal. Ripley Givens, foreman of one of the Espinosa outfits, saw her one day, and made up his mind to form a royal matrimonial alliance. Presumptuous? No. In those days in the Nueces country a man was a man. And, after all, the title of cattle king does not presuppose blood royalty. Often it only signifies that its owner wears the crown in token of his magnificent qualities in the art of cattle stealing.

One day Ripley Givens rode over to the Double Elm Ranch to inquire about a bunch of strayed yearlings. He was late in setting out on his return trip, and it was sundown when he struck the White Horse Crossing of the Nueces. From there to his own camp it was sixteen miles. To the Espinosa ranch it was twelve. Givens was tired. He decided to pass the night at the Crossing.

There was a fine water hole in the river-bed. The banks were thickly covered with great trees, under grown with brush. Back from the water hole fifty yards was a stretch of curly mesquite grass—supper for his horse and bed for himself. Givens staked his horse, and spread out his saddle blankets to dry. He sat down with his back against a tree and rolled a cigarette. From somewhere in the dense timber along the river came a sudden, rageful, shivering wail. The pony danced at the end of his rope and blew a whistling snort of comprehending fear. Givens puffed at his cigarette, but he reached leisurely for his pistol-belt, which lay on the grass, and twirled the cylinder of his weapon tentatively. A great gar plunged with a loud splash into the water hole. A little brown rabbit skipped around a bunch of catclaw and sat twitching his whiskers and looking humorously at Givens. The pony went on eating grass.

It is well to be reasonably watchful when a Mexican lion sings soprano along the arroyos at sundown. The burden of his song may be that young calves and fat lambs are scarce, and that he has a carnivorous desire for your acquaintance.

In the grass lay an empty fruit can, cast there by some former sojourner. Givens caught sight of it with a grunt of satisfaction. In his coat pocket tied behind his saddle was a handful or two of ground coffee. Black coffee and cigarettes! What ranchero could desire more?

In two minutes he had a little fire going clearly. He started, with his can, for the water hole. When within fifteen yards of its edge he saw, between the bushes, a side-saddled pony with down-dropped reins cropping grass a little distance to his left. Just rising from her hands and knees on the brink of the water hole was Josefa O'Donnell. She had been drinking water, and she brushed the sand from the palms of her hands. Ten yards away, to her right, half concealed by a clump of sacuista, Givens saw the crouching form of the Mexican lion. His amber eyeballs glared hungrily; six feet from them was the tip of the tail stretched straight, like a pointer's. His hind-quarters rocked with the motion of the cat tribe preliminary to leaping.

Givens did what he could. His six-shooter was thirty-five yards away lying on the grass. He gave a loud yell, and dashed between the lion and the princess.

The "ruckus," as Givens called it afterward, was brief and somewhat confused. When he arrived on the line of attack he saw a dim streak in the air, and heard a couple of faint cracks. Then a hundred pounds of Mexican lion plumped down upon his head and flattened him, with a heavy jar, to the ground. He remembered calling out: "Let up, now—no fair gouging!" and then he crawled from under the lion like a worm, with his mouth full of grass and dirt, and a big lump on the back of his head where it had struck the root of a water-elm. The lion lay motionless. Givens, feeling aggrieved, and suspicious of fouls, shook his fist at the lion, and shouted: "I'll rustle you again for twenty—"and then he got back to himself.

Josefa was standing in her tracks, quietly reloading her silver-mounted .38. It had not been a difficult shot. The lion's head made an easier mark than a tomato-can swinging at the end of a string. There was a provoking, teasing, maddening smile upon her mouth and in her dark eyes. The would-be-rescuing knight felt the fire of his fiasco burn down to his soul. Here had been his chance, the chance that he had dreamed of; and Momus, and not Cupid, had presided over it. The satyrs in the wood were, no doubt, holding their sides in hilarious, silent laughter. There had been something like vaudeville—say Signor Givens and his funny knockabout act with the stuffed lion.

"Is that you, Mr. Givens?" said Josefa, in her deliberate, saccharine contralto. "You nearly spoilt my shot when you yelled. Did you hurt your head when you fell?"

"Oh, no," said Givens, quietly; "that didn't hurt." He stooped ignominiously and dragged his best Stetson hat from under the beast. It was crushed and wrinkled to a fine comedy effect. Then he knelt down and softly stroked the fierce, open-jawed head of the dead lion.

"Poor old Bill!" he exclaimed mournfully.

"What's that?" asked Josefa, sharply.

"Of course you didn't know, Miss Josefa," said Givens, with an air of one allowing magnanimity to triumph over grief. "Nobody can blame you. I tried to save him, but I couldn't let you know in time."

"Save who?"

"Why, Bill. I've been looking for him all day. You see, he's been our camp pet for two years. Poor old fellow, he wouldn't have hurt a cottontail rabbit. It'll break the boys all up when they hear about it. But you couldn't tell, of course, that Bill was just trying to play with you."

Josefa's black eyes burned steadily upon him. Ripley Givens met the test successfully. He stood rumpling the yellow-brown curls on his head pensively. In his eye was regret, not unmingled with a gentle reproach. His smooth features were set to a pattern of indisputable sorrow. Josefa wavered.

"What was your pet doing here?" she asked, making a last stand. "There's no camp near the White Horse Crossing."

"The old rascal ran away from camp yesterday," answered Givens readily. "It's a wonder the coyotes didn't scare him to death. You see, Jim Webster, our horse wrangler, brought a little terrier pup into camp last week. The pup made life miserable for Bill—he used to chase him around and chew his hind legs for hours at a time. Every night when bedtime came Bill would sneak under one of the boy's blankets and sleep to keep the pup from finding him. I reckon he must have been worried pretty desperate or he wouldn't have run away. He was always afraid to get out of sight of camp."

Josefa looked at the body of the fierce animal. Givens gently patted one of the formidable paws that could have killed a yearling calf with one blow. Slowly a red flush widened upon the dark olive face of the girl. Was it the signal of shame of the true sportsman who has brought down ignoble quarry? Her eyes grew softer, and the lowered lids drove away all their bright mockery.

"I'm very sorry," she said humbly; "but he looked so big, and jumped so high that—"

"Poor old Bill was hungry," interrupted Givens, in quick defense of the deceased. "We always made him jump for his supper in camp. He would lie down and roll over for a piece of meat. When he saw you he thought he was going to get something to eat from you."

Suddenly Josefa's eyes opened wide.

"I might have shot you!" she exclaimed. "You ran right in between. You risked your life to save your pet! That was fine, Mr. Givens. I like a man who is kind to animals."

Yes; there was even admiration in her gaze now. After all, there was a hero rising out of the ruins of the anti-climax. The look on Givens' face would have secured him a high position in the S.P.C.A.

"I always loved 'em," said he; "horses, dogs, Mexican lions, cows, alligators—"

"I hate alligators," instantly demurred Josefa; "crawly, muddy things!"

"Did I say alligators?" said Givens. "I meant antelopes, of course."

Josefa's conscience drove her to make further amends. She held out her hand penitently. There was a bright, unshed drop in each of her eyes.

"Please forgive me, Mr. Givens, won't you? I'm only a girl, you know, and I was frightened at first. I'm very, very sorry I shot Bill. You don't know how ashamed I feel. I wouldn't have done it for anything."

Givens took the proffered hand. He held it for a time while he allowed the generosity of his nature to overcome his grief at the loss of Bill. At last it was clear that he had forgiven her.

"Please don't speak of it any more, Miss Josefa. 'Twas enough to frighten any young lady the way Bill looked. I'll explain it all right to the boys."

"Are you really sure you don't hate me?" Josefa came closer to him impulsively. Her eyes were sweet—oh, sweet and pleading with gracious penitence. "I would hate anyone who would kill my kitten. And how daring and kind of you to risk being shot when you tried to save him! How very few men would have done that!" Victory wrested from defeat! Vaudeville turned into drama! Bravo, Ripley Givens!

It was now twilight. Of course Miss Josefa could not be allowed to ride on to the ranch-house alone. Givens resaddled his pony in spite of that animal's reproachful glances, and rode with her. Side by side they galloped across the smooth grass, the princess and the man who was kind to animals. The prairie odors of fruitful earth and delicate bloom were thick and sweet around them. Coyotes yelping over there on the hill! No fear. And yet—

Josefa rode closer. A little hand seemed to grope. Givens found it with his own. The ponies kept an even gait. The hands lingered together, and the owner of one explained:

"I never was frightened before, but just think! How terrible it would be to meet a really wild lion! Poor Bill! I'm so glad you came with me!"

O'Donnell was sitting on the ranch gallery.

"Hello, Rip!" he shouted—" that you?"

"He rode in with me," said Josefa. "I lost my way and was late."

"Much obliged," called the cattle king. "Stop over, Rip, and ride to camp in the morning."

But Givens would not. He would push on to camp. There was a bunch of steers to start off on the trail at daybreak. He said good night, and trotted away.

An hour later, when the lights were out, Josefa, in her night-robe, came to her door and called to the king in his own room across the brick-paved hallway:

"Say, pop, you know that old Mexican lion they call the 'Gotcheared Devil'—the one that killed Gonzales, Mr. Martin's sheep herder, and about fifty calves on the Salado range? Well, I settled his hash this afternoon over at the White Horse Crossing. Put two balls in his head with my .38 while he was on the jump. I knew him by the slice gone from his left ear that old Gonzales cut off with his machete. You couldn't have made a better shot yourself, daddy."

"Bully for you!" thundered Whispering Ben from the darkness of the royal chamber.




The Whirligig of Life



Justice-of-the-Peace Benaja Widdup sat in the door of his office smoking his elder-stem pipe. Halfway to the zenith the Cumberland range rose blue-gray in the afternoon haze. A speckled hen swaggered down the main street of the "settlement", cackling foolishly.

Up the road came a sound of creaking axles, and then a slow cloud of dust, and then a bull-cart bearing Ransie Bilbro and his wife. The cart stopped at the Justice's door, and the two climbed down. Ransie was a narrow six feet of sallow brown skin and yellow hair. The imperturbability of the mountains hung upon him like a suit of armour. The woman was calicoed, angled, snuff-brushed, and weary with unknown desires. Through it all gleamed a faint protest of cheated youth unconscious of its loss.

The Justice of the Peace slipped his feet into his shoes, for the sake of dignity, and moved to let them enter.

"We-all," said the woman, in a voice like the wind blowing through pine boughs, "wants a divo'ce." She looked at Ransie to see if he noted any flaw or ambiguity or evasion or partiality or self-partisanship in her statement of their business.

"A divo'ce," repeated Ransie, with a solemn nod. "We-all can't git along together nohow. It's lonesome enough fur to live in the mount'ins when a man and a woman keers fur one another. But when she's a-spittin' like a wildcat or a-sullenin' like a hoot-owl in the cabin, a man ain't got no call to live with her."

"When he's a no-'count varmint," said the woman, "without any especial warmth, a-traipsin' along of scalawags and moonshiners and a-layin' on his back pizen 'ith co'n whiskey, and a-pesterin' folks with a pack o' hungry, triflin' houn's to feed!"

"When she keeps a-throwin' skillet lids," came Ransie's antiphony, "and slings b'ilin' water on the best coon-dog in the Cumberlands, and sets herself agin' cookin' a man's victuals, and keeps him awake o' nights accusin' him of a sight of doin's!"

"When he's al'ays a-fightin' the revenues, and gits a hard name in the mount'ins fur a mean man, who's gwine to be able fur to sleep o' nights?"

The Justice of the Peace stirred deliberately to his duties. He placed his one chair and a wooden stool for his petitioners. He opened his book of statutes on the table and scanned the index. Presently he wiped his spectacles and shifted his inkstand.

"The law and the statutes," said he, "air silent on the subject of divo'ce as fur as the jurisdiction of this co't air concerned. But, accordin' to equity and the Constitution and the golden rule, it's a bad barg'in that can't run both ways. If a justice of the peace can marry a couple, it's plain that he is bound to be able to divo'ce 'em. This here office will issue a decree of divo'ce and abide by the decision of the Supreme Co't to hold it good."

Ransie Bilbro drew a small tobacco-bag from his trousers pocket. Out of this he shook upon the table a five-dollar note. "Sold a b'arskin and two foxes fur that," he remarked. "It's all the money we got."

"The regular price of a divo'ce in this co't," said the Justice, "air five dollars." He stuffed the bill into the pocket of his homespun vest with a deceptive air of indifference. With much bodily toil and mental travail he wrote the decree upon half a sheet of foolscap, and then copied it upon the other. Ransie Bilbro and his wife listened to his reading of the document that was to give them freedom:

"Know all men by these presents that Ransie Bilbro and his wife, Ariela Bilbro, this day personally appeared before me and promises that hereinafter they will neither love, honor, nor obey each other, neither for better nor worse, being of sound mind and body, and accept summons for divorce according to the peace and dignity of the State. Herein fail not, so help you God. Benaja Widdup, justice of the peace in and for the county of Piedmont, State of Tennessee."

The Justice was about to hand one of the documents to Ransie. The voice of Ariela delayed the transfer. Both men looked at her. Their dull masculinity was confronted by something sudden and unexpected in the woman.

"Judge, don't you give him that air paper yit.' Tain't all settled, nohow. I got to have my rights first. I got to have my ali-money. 'Tain't no kind of a way to do fur a man to divo'ce his wife 'thout her havin' a cent fur to do with. I'm a-layin' off to be a-goin' up to brother Ed's up on Hogback Mount'in. I'm bound fur to hev a pa'r of shoes and some snuff and things besides. Ef Rance kin affo'd a divo'ce, let him pay me alimoney."

Ransie Bilbro was stricken to dumb perplexity. There had been no previous hint of alimony. Women were always bringing up startling and unlooked-for issues.

Justice Benaja Widdup felt that the point demanded judicial decision. The authorities were also silent on the subject of alimony. But the woman's feet were bare. The trail to Hogback Mountain was steep and flinty.

"Ariela Bilbro," he asked, in official tones, "how much did you 'low would be good and sufficient ali-money in the case befo' the co't."

"I 'lowed," she answered, "fur the shoes and all, to say five dollars. That ain't much fur ali-money, but I reckon that'll git me to up brother Ed's."

"The amount," said the Justice, "air not onreasonable. Ransie Bilbro, you air ordered by the co't to pay the plaintiff the sum of five dollars befo' the decree of divo'ce air issued."

"I hain't no mo' money," breathed Ransie, heavily. "I done paid you all I had."

"Otherwise,"said the Justice, looking severely over his spectacles, "you air in contempt of co't."

"I reckon if you gimme till tomorrow," pleaded the husband, "I mout be able to rake or scrape it up somewhars. I never looked for to be a-payin' no ali-money."

"The case air adjourned," said Benaja Widdup, "till tomorrow, when you-all will present yo'selves and obey the order of the co't. Followin' of which the decrees of divo'ce will be delivered."He sat down in the door and began to loosen a shoestring.

"We mout as well go down to Uncle Ziah's," decided Ransie, "and spend the night."He climbed into the cart on one side, and Ariela climbed in on the other. Obeying the flap of his rope, the little red bull slowly came around on a tack, and the cart crawled away in the nimbus arising from its wheels.

Justice-of-the-peace Benaja Widdup smoked his elder-stem pipe. Late in the afternoon he got his weekly paper, and read it until the twilight dimmed its lines. Then he lit the tallow candle on his table, and read until the moon rose, marking the time for supper. He lived in the double log cabin on the slope near the girdled poplar. Going home to supper he crossed a little branch darkened by a laurel thicket. The dark figure of a man stepped from the laurels and pointed a rifle at his breast. His hat was pulled down low, and something covered most of his face.

"I want yo' money," said the figure, "'thout any talk. I'm gettin' nervous, and my finger's a-wabblin' on this here trigger."

"I've only got f-f-five dollars," said the Justice, producing it from his vest pocket.

"Roll it up," came the order, "and stick it in the end of this here gunbar'l."

The bill was crisp and new. Even fingers that were clumsy and trembling found little difficulty in making a spill of it and inserting it (this with less ease) into the muzzle of the rifle.

"Now I reckon you kin be goin' along," said the robber.

The Justice lingered not on his way.

The next day came the little red bull, drawing the cart to the office door. Justice Benaja Widdup had his shoes on, for he was expecting the visit. In his presence Ransie Bilbro handed to his wife a five-dollar bill. The official's eye sharply viewed it. It seemed to curl up as though it had been rolled and inserted into the end of a gun-barrel. But the Justice refrained from comment. It is true that other bills might be inclined to curl. He handed each one a decree of divorce. Each stood awkwardly silent, slowly folding the guarantee of freedom. The woman cast a shy glance full of constraint at Ransie.

"I reckon you'll be goin' back up to the cabin," she said, "along 'ith the bull-cart. There's bread in the tin box settin' on the shelf. I put the bacon in the b'ilin'-pot to keep the hounds from gittin' it. Don't forget to wind the clock tonight."

"You air a-goin' to your brother Ed's?" asked Ransie, with fine unconcern.

"I was 'lowin' to get along up thar afore night. I ain't sayin' as they'll pester theyselves any to make me welcome, but I hain't nowhar else fur to go. It's a right smart ways, and I reckon I better be goin'. I'll be a-sayin' good-bye, Ranse—that is, if you keer fur to say so."

"I don't know as anybody's a hound dog," said Ransie, in a martyr's voice, "fur to not want to say good-bye—'less you air so anxious to git away that you don't want me to say it."

Ariela was silent. She folded the five-dollar bill and her decree carefully, and placed them in the bosom of her dress. Benaja Widdup watched the money disappear with mournful eyes behind his spectacles.

And then with his next words he achieved rank (as his thoughts ran) with either the great crowd of the world's sympathizers or the little crowd of its great financiers.

"Be kind o' lonesome in the old cabin tonight, Ranse," he said.

Ransie Bilbro stared out at the Cumberlands, clear blue now in the sunlight. He did not look at Ariela.

"I 'low it might be lonesome," he said; "but when folks gits mad and wants a divo'ce, you can't make folks stay."

"There's others wanted a divo'ce," said Ariela, speaking to the wooden stool. "Besides, nobody don't want nobody to stay."

"Nobody never said they didn't."

"Nobody never said they did. I reckon I better start on now to brother Ed's."

"Nobody can't wind that old clock."

"Want me to go back along 'ith you in the cart and wind it fur you, Ranse?"

The mountaineer's countenance was proof against emotion. But he reached out a big hand and enclosed Ariela's thin brown one. Her soul peeped out once through her impassive face, hallowing it.

"Them hounds shan't pester you no more," said Ransie. "I reckon I been mean and low down. You wind that clock, Ariela."

"My heart hit's in that cabin, Ranse," she whispered, "along 'ith you. I ain't goin' to git mad no more. Le's be startin', Ranse, so's we kin git home by sundown."

Justice-of-the-peace Benaja Widdup interposed as they started for the door, forgetting his presence.

"In the name of the State of Tennessee," he said, "I forbid you-all to be a-defyin' of its laws and statutes. This co't is mo' than willin' and full of joy to see the clouds of discord and misunderstandin' rollin' away from two lovin' hearts, but it air the duty of the co't to p'eserve the morals and integrity of the State. The co't reminds you that you air no longer man and wife, but air divo'ced by regular decree, and as such air not entitled to the benefits and 'purtenances of the mattermonal estate."

Ariela caught Ransie's arm. Did those words mean that she must lose him now when they had just learned the lesson of life?

"But the co't air prepared," went on the Justice, "fur to remove the disabilities set up by the decree of divo'ce. The co't air on hand to perform the solemn ceremony of marri'ge, thus fixin' things up and enablin' the parties in the case to resume the honor'ble and elevatin' state of mattermony which they desires. The fee fur performin' said ceremony will be, in this case, to wit, five dollars."

Ariela caught the gleam of promise in his words. Swiftly her hand went to her bosom. Freely as an alighting dove the bill fluttered to the Justice's table. Her sallow cheek colored as she stood hand in hand with Ransie and listened to the reuniting words.

Ransie helped her into the cart, and climbed in beside her. The little red bull turned once more, and they set out, hand-clasped, for the mountains.

Justice-of-the-peace Benaja Widdup sat in his door and took off his shoes. Once again he fingered the bill tucked down in his vest pocket. Once again he smoked his elder-stem pipe. Once again the speckled hen swaggered down the main street of the "settlement", cackling foolishly.




An Unfinished Story



We no longer groan and heap ashes upon our heads when the flames of Tophet are mentioned. For, even the preachers have begun to tell us that God is radium, or ether or some scientific compound, and that the worst we wicked ones may expect is a chemical reaction. This is a pleasing hypothesis; but there lingers yet some of the old, goodly terror of orthodoxy.

There are but two subjects upon which one may discourse with a free imagination, and without the possibility of being controverted. You may talk of your dreams; and you may tell what you heard a parrot say. Both Morpheus and the bird are incompetent witnesses; and your listener dare not attack your recital. The baseless fabric of a vision, then, shall furnish my theme—chosen with apologies and regrets instead of the more limited field of pretty Polly's small talk.

I had a dream that was so far removed from the higher criticism that it had to do with the ancient, respectable, and lamented bar-of-judgment theory.

Gabriel had played his trump; and those of us who could not follow suit were arraigned for examination. I noticed at one side a gathering of professional bondsmen in solemn black and collars that buttoned behind; but it seemed there was some trouble about their real estate titles; and they did not appear to be getting any of us out.

A fly cop—an angel policeman—flew over to me and took me by the left wing. Near at hand was a group of very prosperous-looking spirits arraigned for judgment.

"Do you belong with that bunch?" the policeman asked.

"Who are they?" was my answer.

"Why," said he, "they are—"

But this irrelevant stuff is taking up space that the story should occupy.

Dulcie worked in a department store. She sold Hamburg edging, or stuffed peppers, or automobiles, or other little trinkets such as they keep in department stores. Of what she earned, Dulcie received six dollars per week. The remainder was credited to her and debited to somebody else's account in the ledger kept by G— Oh, primal energy, you say, Reverend Doctor—Well then, in the Ledger of Primal Energy.

During her first year in the store, Dulcie was paid five dollars per week. It would be instructive to know how she lived on that amount. Don't care? Very well; probably you are interested in larger amounts. Six dollars is a larger amount. I will tell you how she lived on six dollars per week.

One afternoon at six, when Dulcie was sticking her hat-pin within an eighth of an inch of her medulla oblongata, she said to her chum, Sadie— the girl that waits on you with her left side:

"Say, Sade, I made a date for dinner this evening with Piggy."

"You never did!" exclaimed Sadie admiringly. "Well, ain't you the lucky one? Piggy's an awful swell; and he always takes a girl to swell places. He took Blanche up to the Hoffman House one evening, where they have swell music, and you see a lot of swells. You'll have a swell time, Dulcie."

Dulcie hurried homeward. Her eyes were shining, and her cheeks showed the delicate pink of life's—real life's—approaching dawn. It was Friday; and she had fifty cents left of her last week's wages.

The streets were filled with the rush-hour floods of people. The electric lights of Broadway were glowing—calling moths from miles, from leagues, from hundreds of leagues out of darkness around to come in and attend the singeing school. Men in accurate clothes, with faces like those carved on cherry stones by the old salts in sailors' homes, turned and stared at Dulcie as she sped, unheeding, past them. Manhattan, the night-blooming cereus, was beginning to unfold its dead-white, heavy-odored petals.

Dulcie stopped in a store where goods were cheap and bought an imitation lace collar with her fifty cents. That money was to have been spent otherwise—fifteen cents for supper, ten cents for breakfast, ten cents for lunch. Another dime was to be added to her small store of savings; and five cents was to be squandered for licorice drops—the kind that made your cheek look like the toothache, and last as long. The licorice was an extravagance— almost a carouse—but what is life without pleasures?

Dulcie lived in a furnished room. There is this difference between a furnished room and a boardinghouse. In a furnished room, other people do not know it when you go hungry.

Dulcie went up to her room—the third floor back in a West Side brownstone-front. She lit the gas. Scientists tell us that the diamond is the hardest substance known. Their mistake. Landladies know of a compound beside which the diamond is as putty. They pack it in the tips of gas-burners; and one may stand on a chair and dig at it in vain until one's fingers are pink and bruised. A hairpin will not remove it; therefore let us call it immovable.

So Dulcie lit the gas. In its one-fourth-candlepower glow we will observe the room.

Couch-bed, dresser, table, washstand, chair—of this much the landlady was guilty. The rest was Dulcie's. On the dresser were her treasures—a gilt china vase presented to her by Sadie, a calendar issued by a pickle works, a book on the divination of dreams, some rice powder in a glass dish, and a cluster of artificial cherries tied with a pink ribbon.

Against the wrinkly mirror stood pictures of General Kitchener, William Muldoon, the Duchess of Marlborough, and Benvenuto Cellini. Against one wall was a plaster of Paris plaque of an O'Callahan in a Roman helmet. Near it was a violent oleograph of a lemon-colored child assaulting an inflammatory butterfly. This was Dulcie's final judgment in art; but it had never been upset. Her rest had never been disturbed by whispers of stolen copes; no critic had elevated his eyebrows at her infantile entomologist.

Piggy was to call for her at seven. While she swiftly makes ready, let us discreetly face the other way and gossip.

For the room, Dulcie paid two dollars per week. On week-days her breakfast cost ten cents; she made coffee and cooked an egg over the gaslight while she was dressing. On Sunday mornings she feasted royall yon veal chops and pineapple fritters at "Billy's" restaurant, at a cost of twenty-five cents—and tipped the waitress ten cents. New York presents so many temptations for one to run into extravagance. She had her lunches in the department-store restaurant at a cost of sixty cents for the week; dinners were $1.05. The evening papers—show me a New Yorker going without his daily paper! —came to six cents; and two Sunday papers—one for the personal column and the other to read—were ten cents. The total amounts to $4.76. Now, one has to buy clothes, and—

I give it up. I hear of wonderful bargains in fabrics, and of miracles performed with needle and thread; but I am in doubt. I hold my pen poised in vain when I would add to Dulcie's life some of those joys that belong to woman by virtue of all the unwritten, sacred, natural, inactive ordinances of the equity of heaven. Twice she had been to Coney Island and had ridden the hobby-horses. 'Tis a weary thing to count your pleasures by summers instead of by hours.

Piggy needs but a word. When the girls named him, an undeserving stigma was cast upon the noble family of swine. The words-of-three-letters lesson in the old blue spelling book begins with Piggy's biography. He was fat; he had the soul of a rat, the habits of a bat, and the magnanimity of a cat… He wore expensive clothes; and was a connoisseur in starvation. He could look at a shop-girl and tell you to an hour how long it had been since she had eaten anything more nourishing than marshmallows and tea. He hung about the shopping districts, and prowled around in department stores with his invitations to dinner. Men who escort dogs upon the streets at the end of a string look down upon him. He is a type; I can dwell upon him no longer; my pen is not the kind intended for him; I am no carpenter.

At ten minutes to seven Dulcie was ready. She looked at herself in the wrinkly mirror. The reflection was satisfactory. The dark blue dress, fitting without a wrinkle, the hat with its jaunty black feather, the but-slightly-soiled gloves—all representing self-denial, even of food itself—were vastly becoming.

Dulcie forgot everything else for a moment except that she was beautiful, and that life was about to lift a corner of its mysterious veil for her to observe its wonders. No gentleman had ever asked her out before. Now she was going for a brief moment into the glitter and exalted show.

The girls said that Piggy was a "spender." There would be a grand dinner, and music, and splendidly dressed ladies to look at, and things to eat that strangely twisted the girls' jaws when they tried to tell about them. No doubt she would be asked out again. There was a blue pongee suit in a window that she knew—by saving twenty cents a week instead of ten, in—let's see—Oh, it would run into years! But there was a second-hand store in Seventh Avenue where—

Somebody knocked at the door. Dulcie opened it. The landlady stood there with a spurious smile, sniffing for cooking by stolen gas.

"A gentleman's downstairs to see you," she said. "Name is Mr. Wiggins."

By such epithet was Piggy known to unfortunate ones who had to take him seriously.

Dulcie turned to the dresser to get her handkerchief; and then she stopped still, and bit her underlip hard. While looking in her mirror she had seen fairyland and herself, a princess, just awakening from a long slumber. She had forgotten one that was watching her with sad, beautiful,stern eyes—the only one there was to approve or condemn what she did. Straight and slender and tall, with a look of sorrowful reproach on his handsome, melancholy face, General Kitchener fixed his wonderful eyes on her out of his gilt photograph frame on the dresser.

Dulcie turned like an automatic doll to the landlady.

"Tell him I can't go," she said dully. "Tell him I'm sick, or something. Tell him I'm not going out."

After the door was closed and locked, Dulcie fell upon her bed, crushing her black tip, and cried for ten minutes. General Kitchener was her only friend. He was Dulcie's ideal of a gallant knight. He looked as if he might have a secret sorrow, and his wonderful moustache was a dream, and she was a little afraid of that stern yet tender look in his eyes. She used to have little fancies that he would call at the house sometime, and ask for her, with his sword clanking against his high boots. Once, when a boy was rattling a piece of chain against a lamp-post she had opened the window and looked out. But there was no use. She knew that General Kitchener was away over in Japan, leading his army against the savage Turks; and he would never step out of his gilt frame for her. Yet one look from him had vanquished Piggy that night. Yes, for that night.

When her cry was over Dulcie got up and took off her best dress, and put on her old blue kimono. She wanted no dinner. She sang two verses of "Sammy." Then she became intensely interested in a little red speck on the side of her nose. And after that was attended to, she drew up a chair to the rickety table, and told her fortune with an old deck of cards.

"The horrid, impudent thing!" she said aloud. "And I never gave him a word or a look to make him think it!"

At nine o'clock Dulcie took a tin box of crackers and a little pot of raspberry jam out of her trunk, and had a feast. She offered General Kitchener some jam on a cracker; but he only looked at her as the sphinx would have looked at a butterfly—if there are butterflies in the desert.

"Don't eat it if you don't want to," said Dulcie. "And don't put on so many airs and scold so with your eyes. I wonder if you'd be so superior and snippy if you had to live on six dollars a week."

It was not a good sign for Dulcie to be rude to General Kitchener. And then she turned Benvenuto Cellini face downward with a severe gesture. But that was not inexcusable; for she had always thought he was Henry VIII, and she did not approve of him.

At half-past nine Dulcie took a last look at the pictures on the dresser, turned out the light, and skipped into bed. It's an awful thing to go to bed with a good-night look at General Kitchener, William Muldoon, the Duchess of Marlborough, and Benvenuto Cellini. This story really doesn't get anywhere at all. The rest of it comes later—sometime when Piggy asks Dulcie again to dine with him, and she is feeling lonelier than usual, and General Kitchener happens to be looking the other way; and then—

As I said before, I dreamed that I was standing near a crowd of prosperous-looking angels, and a policeman took me by the wing and asked if I belonged with them.

"Who are they?" I asked.

"Why," said he, "they are the men who hired working-girls, and paid 'em five or six dollars a week to live on. Are you one of the bunch?"

"Not on your immortality," said I. "I'm only the fellow that set fire to an orphan asylum, and murdered a blind man for his pennies."




The Man Higher Up



Across our two dishes of spaghetti, in a corner of Provenzano's restaurant, Jeff Peters was explaining to me the three kinds of graft.

Every winter Jeff comes to New York to eat spaghetti, to watch the shipping in East River from the depths of his chinchilla overcoat, and to lay in a supply of Chicago-made clothing at one of the Fulton street stores. During the other three seasons he may be found further west—his range is from Spokane to Tampa. In his profession he takes a pride which he supports and defends with a serious and unique philosophy of ethics. His profession is no new one. He is an incorporated, uncapitalized, unlimited asylum for the reception of the restless and unwise dollars of his fellowmen.

In the wilderness of stone in which Jeff seeks his annual lonely holiday he is glad to palaver of his many adventures, as a boy will whistle after sundown in a wood. Wherefore, I mark on my calendar the time of his coming, and open a question of privilege at Provenzano's concerning the little wine-stained table in the corner between the rakish rubber plant and the framed palazzio della something on the wall.

"There are two kinds of graft," said Jeff, "that ought to be wiped out by law. I mean Wall Street speculation, and burglary."

"Nearly everybody will agree with you as to one of them," said I, with a laugh.

"Well, burglary ought to be wiped out, too," said Jeff; and I wondered whether the laugh had been redundant.

"About three months ago," said Jeff, "it was my privilege to become familiar with a sample of each of the aforesaid branches of illegitimate art. I was sine que grata
 with a member of the housebreakers' union and one of the John D. Napoleons of finance at the same time."

"Interesting combination,' said I, with a yawn. "Did I tell you I bagged a duck and a ground-squirrel at one shot last week over in the Ramapos?" I knew well how to draw Jeff's stories.

"Let me tell you first about these barnacles that clog the wheels of society by poisoning the springs of rectitude with their upas-like eye," said Jeff, with the pure gleam of the muck-raker in his own.

"As I said, three months ago I got into bad company. There are two times in a man's life when he does this—when he's dead broke, and when he's rich.

"Now and then the most legitimate business runs out of luck. It was out in Arkansas I made the wrong turn at a cross-road, and drives into this town of Peavine by mistake. It seems I had already assaulted and disfigured Peavine the spring of the year before. I had sold $600 worth of young fruit trees there—plums, cherries, peaches and pears. The Peaviners were keeping an eye on the country road and hoping I might pass that way again. I drove down Main street as far as the Crystal Palace drugstore before I realized I had committed ambush upon myself and my white horse Bill.

"The Peaviners took me by surprise and Bill by the bridle and began a conversation that wasn't entirely disassociated with the subject of fruit trees. A committee of 'em ran some trace-chains through the armholes of my vest, and escorted me through their gardens and orchards.

"Their fruit trees hadn't lived up to their labels. Most of 'em had turned out to be persimmons and dogwoods, with a grove or two of blackjacks and poplars. The only one that showed any signs of bearing anything was a fine young cottonwood that had put forth a hornet's nest and half of an old corset-cover.

"The Peaviners protracted our fruitless stroll to the edge of town. They took my watch and money on account; and they kept Bill and the wagon as hostages. They said the first time one of them dogwood trees put forth an Amsden's June peach I might come back and get my things. Then they took off the trace chains and jerked their thumbs in the direction of the Rocky Mountains; and I struck a Lewis and Clark lope for the swollen rivers and impenetrable forests.

"When I regained intellectualness I found myself walking into an unidentified town on the A. T. & S. F. railroad. The Peaviners hadn't left anything in my pockets except a plug of chewing—they wasn't after my life—and that saved it. I bit off a chunk and sits down on a pile of ties by the track to recogitate my sensations of thought and perspicacity.

"And then along comes a fast freight which slows up a little at the town; and off of it drops a black bundle that rolls for twenty yards in a cloud of dust and then gets up and begins to spit soft coal and interjections. I see it is a young man broad across the face, dressed more for Pullmans than freights, and with a cheerful kind of smile in spite of it all that made Phoebe Snow's job look like a chimney-sweep's.

"'Fall off ?' says I.

"'Nunk,' says he. 'Got off. Arrived at my destination. What town is this?'

"'Haven't looked it up on the map yet,' says I. 'I got in about five minutes before you did. How does it strike you?'

"'Hard,' says he, twisting one of his arms around. 'I believe that shoulder—no, it's all right.'

"He stoops over to brush the dust off his clothes, when out of his pocket drops a fine, nine-inch burglar's steel jimmy. He picks it up and looks at me sharp, and then grins and holds out his hand.

"'Brother,' says he, 'greetings. Didn't I see you in Southern Missouri last summer selling colored sand at half-a-dollar a teaspoonful to put into lamps to keep the oil from exploding?'

"'Oil,' says I, 'never explodes. It's the gas that forms that explodes.' But I shakes hands with him, anyway.

"'My name's Bill Bassett,' says he to me, 'and if you'll call it professional pride instead of conceit, I'll inform you that you have the pleasure of meeting the best burglar that ever set a gum-shoe on ground drained by the Mississippi River.'

"Well, me and this Bill Bassett sits on the ties and exchanges brags as artists in kindred lines will do. It seems he didn't have a cent, either, and we went into close caucus. He explained why an able burglar sometimes had to travel on freights by telling me that a servant girl had played him false in Little Rock, and he was making a quick get-away.

"'It's part of my business,' says Bill Bassett, 'to play up to the ruffles when I want to make a riffle as Raffles. 'Tis loves that makes the bit go 'round. Show me a house with a swag in it and a pretty parlor-maid, and you might as well call the silver melted down and sold, and me spilling truffles and that Chateau stuff on the napkin under my chin, while the police are calling it an inside job just because the old lady's nephew teaches a Bible class. I first make an impression on the girl,' says Bill, 'and when she lets me inside I make an impression on the locks. But this one in Little Rock done me,' says he. 'She saw me taking a trolley ride with another girl, and when I came 'round on the night she was to leave the door open for me it was fast. And I had keys made for the doors upstairs. But, no sir. She had sure cut off my locks. She was a Delilah,' says Bill Bassett.

"It seems that Bill tried to break in anyhow with his jimmy, but the girl emitted a succession of bravura noises like the top-riders of a tallyho, and Bill had to take all the hurdles between there and depot. As he had no baggage they tried hard to check his departure, but he made a train that was just pulling out.

"'Well,' says Bill Bassett, when we had exchanged memories of our dead lives, 'I could eat. This town don't look like it was kept under a Yale lock. Suppose we commit some mild atrocity that will bring in temporary expense money. I don't suppose you've brought along any hair tonic or rolled gold watch-chains, or similar law-defying swindles that you could sell on the plaza to the pikers of the paretic populace, have you?'

"'No,' says I, 'I left an elegant line of Patagonian diamond earrings and rainy-day sunbursts in my valise at Peavine. But they're to stay there until some of those black-gum trees begin to glut the market with yellow clings and Japanese plums. I reckon we can't count on them unless we take Luther Burbank in for a partner.'

"'Very well,' says Bassett, 'we'll do the best we can. Maybe after dark I'll borrow a hairpin from some lady, and open the Farmers and Drovers Marine Bank with it.'

"While we were talking, up pulls a passenger train to the depot near by. A person in a high hat gets off on the wrong side of the train and comes tripping down the track towards us. He was a little, fat man with a big nose and rat's eyes, but dressed expensive, and carrying a hand-satchel careful, as if it had eggs or railroads bonds in it. He passes by us and keeps on down the track, not appearing to notice the town.

"'Come on,' says Bill Bassett to me, starting after him.

"'Where?' I asks.

"'Lordy!' says Bill, 'had you forgot you was in the desert? Didn't you see Colonel Manna drop down right before your eyes? Don't you hear the rustling of General Raven's wings? I'm surprised at you, Elijah.'

"We overtook the stranger in the edge of some woods, and, as it was after sun-down and in a quiet place, nobody saw us stop him. Bill takes the silk hat off the man's head and brushes it with his sleeve and puts it back.

"'What does this mean, sir?' says the man.

"'When I wore one of these,' says Bill, 'and felt embarrassed, I always done that. Not having one now I had to use yours. I hardly know how to begin, sir, in explaining our business with you, but I guess we'll try your pockets first.'

"Bill Bassett felt in all of them, and looked disgusted.

"'Not even a watch,' he says. 'Ain't you ashamed of yourself, you whited sculpture? Going about dressed like a head-waiter, and financed like a Count! You haven't even got carfare. What did you do with your transfer?'

"The man speaks up and says he has no assets or valuables of any sort. But Bassett takes his hand-satchel and opens it. Out comes some collars and socks and a half a page of a newspaper clipped out. Bill reads the clipping careful, and holds out his hand to the held-up party.

"'Brother,' says he, 'greetings! Accept the apologies of friends. I am Bill Bassett, the burglar. Mr. Peters, you must make the acquaintance of Mr. Alfred E. Ricks. Shake hands. Mr. Peters,' says Bill, 'stands about halfway between me and you, Mr. Ricks, in the line of havoc and corruption. He always gives something for the money he gets. I'm glad to meet you, Mr. Ricks—you and Mr. Peters. This is the first time I ever attended a full gathering of the National Synod of Sharks—housebreaking, swindling, and financiering all represented. Please examine Mr. Rick's credentials, Mr. Peters.'

"The piece of newspaper that Bill Bassett handed me had a good picture of this Ricks on it. It was a Chicago paper, and it had obloquies of Ricks in every paragraph. By reading it over I harvested the intelligence that said alleged Ricks had laid off all that portion of the State of Florida that lies under water into town lots and sold 'em to alleged innocent investors from his magnificently furnished offices in Chicago. After he had taken in a hundred thousand or so dollars one of these fussy purchasers that are always making trouble (I've had 'em actually try gold watches I've sold 'em with acid) took a cheap excursion down to the land where it is always just before supper to look at his lot and see if it didn't need a new paling or two on the fence, and market a few lemons in time for the Christmas present trade. He hires a surveyor to find his lot for him. They run the line out and find the flourishing town of Paradise Hollow, so advertised, to be about 40 rods and 16 poles S., 27 degrees E. of the middle of Lake Okeechobee. This man's lot was under thirty-six feet of water, and, besides, had been preempted so long by the alligators and gars that his title looked fishy.

"Naturally, the man goes back to Chicago and makes it as hot for Alfred E. Ricks as the morning after a prediction of snow by the weather bureau. Ricks defied the allegation, but he couldn't deny the alligators. One morning the papers came out with a column about it, and Ricks come out by the fire-escape. It seems the alleged authorities had beat him to the safe-deposit box where he kept his winnings, and Ricks has to westward ho! with only feetwear and a dozen 15-and-a-half English pokes in his shopping bag. He happened to have some mileage left in his book, and that took him as far as the town in the wilderness where he was spilled out on me and Bill Bassett as Elijah Ⅲ. with not a raven in sight for any of us.

"Then this Alfred E. Ricks lets out a squeak that he is hungry, too, and denies the hypothesis that he is good for the value, let alone the price, of a meal. And so, there was the three of us, representing, if we had a mind to draw syllogisms and parabolas, labor and trade and capital. Now, when trade has no capital there isn't a dicker to be made. And when capital has no money there's a stagnation in steak and onions. That put it up to the man with the jimmy.

"'Brother bushrangers,' says Bill Bassett, 'never yet, in trouble, did I desert a pal. Hard by, in yon wood, I seem to see unfurnished lodgings. Let us go there and wait till dark.'

"There was an old, deserted cabin in the grove, and we three took possession of it. After dark Bill Bassett tells us to wait, and goes out for half an hour. He comes back with a armful of bread and spareribs and pies.

"'Panhandled 'em at a farmhouse on Washita Avenue,' says he. 'Eat, drink and be leary.'

"The full moon was coming up bright, so we sat on the floor of the cabin and ate in the light of it. And this Bill Bassett begins to brag.

"'Sometimes,' says he, with his mouth full of country produce, 'I lose all patience with you people that think you are higher up in the profession than I am. Now, what could either of you have done in the present emergency to set us on our feet again? Could you do it, Ricksy?'

"'I must confess, Mr. Bassett,' says Ricks, speaking nearly inaudible out of a slice of pie, 'that at this immediate juncture I could not, perhaps, promote an enterprise to relieve the situation. Large operations, such as I direct, naturally require careful preparation in advance. I—'

"'I know, Ricksy,' breaks in Bill Bassett. 'You needn't finish. You need $500 to make the first payment on a blond typewriter, and four roomsful of quartered oak furniture. And you need $500 more for advertising contracts. And you need two weeks' time for the fish to begin to bite. Your line of relief would be about as useful in an emergency as advocating municipal ownership to cure a man suffocated by eighty-cent gas. And your graft ain't much swifter, Brother Peters,' he winds up.

"'Oh,' says I, 'I haven't seen you turn anything into gold with your wand yet, Mr. Good Fairy. 'Most anybody could rub the magic ring for a little left-over victuals.'

"'That was only getting the pumpkin ready,' says Bassett, braggy and cheerful. 'The coach and six'll drive up to the door before you know it, Miss Cinderella. Maybe you've got some scheme under your sleeve-holders that will give us a start.'

"'Son,' says I, 'I'm fifteen years older than you are, and young enough yet to take out an endowment policy. I've been broke before. We can see the lights of that town not half a mile away. I learned under Montague Silver, the greatest street man that ever spoke from a wagon. There are hundreds of men walking those streets this moment with grease spots on their clothes. Give me a gasoline lamp, a dry-goods box, and a two-dollar bar of white castile soap, cut into little—'

"'Where's your two dollars?' snickered Bill Bassett into my discourse. There was no use arguing with that burglar.

"'No,' he goes on; 'you're both babes-in-the-wood. Finance has closed the mahogany desk, and trade has put the shutters up. Both of you look to labor to start the wheels going. All right. You admit it. Tonight I'll show you what Bill Bassett can do.'

"Bassett tells me and Ricks not to leave the cabin till he comes back, even if it's daylight, and then he starts off toward town, whistling gay.

"This Alfred E. Ricks pulls off his shoes and his coat, lays a silk handkerchief over his hat, and lays down on the floor.

"'I think I will endeavor to secure a little slumber,' he squeaks. 'The day has been fatiguing. Good night, my dear Mr. Peters.'

"'My regards to Morpheus,' says I. 'I think I'll sit up a while.'

"About two o'clock, as near as I could guess by my watch in Peavine, home comes our laboring man and kicks up Ricks, and calls us to the streak of bright moonlight shining in the cabin door. Then he spreads out five packages of one thousand dollars each on the floor, and begins to cackle over the nest-egg like a hen.

"'I'll tell you a few things about that town,' says he. 'It's named Rocky Springs, and they're building a Masonic temple, and it looks like the Democratic candidate for mayor is going to get soaked by a Pop, and Judge Tucker's wife, who has been down with pleurisy, is getting some better. I had a talk on these Lilliputian thesises before I could get a siphon in the fountain of knowledge that I was after. And there's a bank there called the Lumberman's Fidelity and Plowman's Savings Institution. It closed for business yesterday with $23,000 cash on hand. It will open this morning with $18,000—all silver—that's the reason I didn't bring more. There you are, trade and capital. Now, will you be bad?'

"'My young friend,' says Alfred E. Ricks, holding up his hands, 'have you robbed this bank? Dear me, dear me!'

"'You couldn't call it that,' says Bassett. '"Robbing" sounds harsh. All I had to do was to find out what street it was on. That town is so quiet that I could stand on the corner and hear the tumblers clicking in that safe lock—"right to 45; left twice to 80; right once to 60; left to 15"—as plain as the Yale captain giving orders in the football dialect. Now, boys,' says Bassett, 'this is an early rising town. They tell me the citizens are all up and stirring before daylight. I asked what for, and they said because breakfast was ready at that time. And what of merry Robin Hood? It must be Yoicks! and away with the tinkers' chorus. I'll stake you. How much do you want? Speak up. Capital.'

"'My dear young friend,' says this ground squirrel of a Ricks, standing on his hind legs and juggling nuts in his paws, 'I have friends in Denver who would assist me. If I had a hundred dollars I—'

"Basset unpins a package of the currency and throws five twenties to Ricks.

"'Trade, how much?' he says to me.

"'Put your money up, Labor,' says I. 'I never yet drew upon honest toil for its hard-earned pittance. The dollars I get are surplus ones that are burning the pockets of dam fools and greenhorns. When I stand on a street corner and sell a solid gold diamond ring to a yap for $3.00, I make just $2.60. And I know he's going to give it to a girl in return for all the benefits accruing from a $125.00 ring. His profits are $122.00. Which of us is the biggest fakir?'

"'And when you sell a poor woman a pinch of sand for fifty cents to keep her lamp from exploding,' says Bassett, 'what do you figure her gross earnings to be, with sand at forty cents a ton?'

"'Listen,' says I. 'I instruct her to keep her lamp clean and well filled. If she does that it can't burst. And with the sand in it she knows it can't, and she don't worry. It's a kind of Industrial Christian Science. She pays fifty cents, and gets both Rockefeller and Mrs. Eddy on the job. It ain't everybody that can let the gold-dust twins do their work.'

"Alfred E. Ricks all but licks the dust off of Bill Bassett's shoes.

"'My dear young friend,' says he, 'I will never forget your generosity. Heaven will reward you. But let me implore you to turn from your ways of violence and crime.'

"'Mousie,' says Bill, 'the hole in the wainscoting for yours. Your dogmas and inculcations sound to me like the last words of a bicycle pump. What has your high moral, elevator-service system of pillage brought you to? Penuriousness and want. Even Brother Peters, who insists upon contaminating the art of robbery with theories of commerce and trade, admitted he was on the lift. Both of you live by the gilded rule. Brother Peters,' says Bill, 'you'd better choose a slice of this embalmed currency. You're welcome.'

"I told Bill Bassett once more to put his money in his pocket. I never had the respect for burglary that some people have. I always gave something for the money I took, even if it was only some little trifle for a souvenir to remind 'em not to get caught again.

"And then Alfred E. Ricks grovels at Bill's feet again, and bids us adieu. He says he will have a team at a farmhouse, and drive to the station below, and take the train for Denver. It salubrified the atmosphere when that lamentable boll-worm took his departure. He was a disgrace to every non-industrial profession in the country. With all his big schemes and fine offices he had wound up unable even to get an honest meal except by the kindness of a strange and maybe unscrupulous burglar. I was glad to see him go, though I felt a little sorry for him, now that he was ruined forever. What could such a man do without a big capital to work with? Why, Alfred E. Ricks, as we left him, was as helpless as turtle on its back. He couldn't have worked a scheme to beat a little girl out of a penny slate-pencil.

"When me and Bill Bassett was left alone I did a little sleight-of-mind turn in my head with a trade secret at the end of it. Thinks I, I'll show this Mr. Burglar Man the difference between business and labor. He had hurt some of my professional self-adulation by casting his Persians upon commerce and trade.

"'I won't take any of your money as a gift, Mr. Bassett,' says I to him, 'but if you'll pay my expenses as a traveling companion until we get out of the danger zone of the immoral deficit you have caused in this town's finances tonight, I'll be obliged.'

"Bill Bassett agreed to that, and we hiked westward as soon as we could catch a safe train.

"When we got to a town in Arizona called Los Perros I suggested that we once more try our luck on terra-cotta. That was the home of Montague Silver, my old instructor, now retired from business. I knew Monty would stake me to web money if I could show him a fly buzzing 'round the locality. Bill Bassett said all towns looked alike to him as he worked mainly in the dark. So we got off the train in Los Perros, a fine little town in the silver region.

"I had an elegant little sure thing in the way of a commercial slugshot that I intended to hit Bassett behind the ear with. I wasn't going to take his money while he was asleep, but I was going to leave him with a lottery ticket that would represent in experience to him $4,755—I think that was the amount he had when we got off the train. But the first time I hinted to him about an investment, he turns on me and disencumbers himself of the following terms and expressions.

"'Brother Peters,' says he, 'it ain't a bad idea to go into an enterprise of some kind, as you suggest. I think I will. But if I do it will be such a cold proposition that nobody but Robert E. Peary and Charlie Fairbanks will be able to sit on the board of directors.'

"'I thought you might want to turn your money over,' says I.

"'I do,' says he, 'frequently. I can't sleep on one side all night. I'll tell you, Brother Peters,' says he, 'I'm going to start a poker room. I don't seem to care for the humdrum in swindling, such as peddling egg-beaters and working off breakfast food on Barnum and Bailey for sawdust to strew in their circus rings. But the gambling business,' says he, 'from the profitable side of the table is a good compromise between swiping silver spoons and selling pen wipers at a Waldorf-Astoria charity bazar.'

"'Then,' says I, 'Mr. Bassett, you don't care to talk over my little business proposition?'

"'Why,' says he, 'do you know, you can't get a Pasteur institute to start up within fifty miles of where I live. I bite so seldom.'

"So, Bassett rents a room over a saloon and looks around for some furniture and chromos. The same night I went to Monty Silver's house, and he let me have $200 on my prospects. Then I went to the only store in Los Perros that sold playing cards and bought every deck in the house. The next morning when the store opened I was there bringing all the cards back with me. I said that my partner that was going to back me in the game had changed his mind; and I wanted to sell the cards back again. The storekeeper took 'em at half price.

"Yes, I was seventy-five dollars loser up to that time. But while I had the cards that night I marked every one in every deck. That was labor. And then trade and commerce had their innings, and the bread I had cast upon the waters began to come back in the form of cottage pudding with wine sauce.

"Of course I was among the first to buy chips at Bill Bassett's game. He had bought the only cards there was to be had in town; and I knew the back of every one of them better than I know the back of my head when the barber shows me my haircut in the two mirrors.

"When the game closed I had the five thousand and a few odd dollars, and all Bill Bassett had was the wanderlust and a black cat he had bought for a mascot. Bill shook hands with me when I left.

"'Brother Peters,' says he, 'I have no business being in business. I was preordained to labor. When a No. 1 burglar tries to make a James out of his jimmy he perpetrates an improfundity. You have a well-oiled and efficacious system of luck at cards,' says he. 'Peace go with you.' And I never afterward sees Bill Bassett again."

"Well, Jeff," said I, when the Autolycan adventurer seemed to have divulged the gist of his tale, "I hope you took care of the money. That would be a respecta—that is a considerable working capital if you should choose some day to settle down to some sort of regular business."

"Me?" said Jeff, virtuously. "You can bet I've taken care of that five thousand."

He tapped his coat over the region of his chest exultantly.

"Gold mining stock," he explained, "every cent of it. Shares par value one dollar. Bound to go up 500 per cent within a year. Non-assessable. The Blue Gopher mine. Just discovered a month ago. Better get in yourself if you've any spare dollars on hand."

"Sometimes," said I, "these mines are not—"

"Oh, this one's solid as an old goose," said Jeff. "Fifty thousand dollars' worth of ore in sight, and 10 per cent monthly earnings guaranteed."

He drew out a long envelope from his pocket and cast it on the table.

"Always carry it with me," said he. "So the burglar can't corrupt or the capitalist break in and water it."

I looked at the beautifully engraved certificate of stock.

"In Colorado, I see," said I. "And, by the way, Jeff, what was the name of the little man who went to Denver—the one you and Bill met at the station?"

"Alfred E. Ricks," said Jeff, "was the toad's designation."

"I see," said I, "the president of this mining company signs himself A. L. Fredericks. I was wondering—"

"Let me see that stock," said Jeff quickly, almost snatching it from me.

To mitigate, even though slightly, the embarrassment I summoned the waiter and ordered another bottle of the Barbera. I thought it was the least I could do.




The Love-Philtre of Ikey Schoenstein



The Blue Light Drug Store is downtown, between the Bowery and First Avenue, where the distance between the two streets is the shortest. The Blue Light does not consider that pharmacy is a thing of bric-a-brac, scent and ice-cream soda. If you ask it for pain-killer it will not give you a bonbon.

The Blue Light scorns the labor-saving arts of modern pharmacy. It macerates its opium and percolates its own laudanum and paregoric. To this day pills are made behind its tall prcscription desk—pills rolled out on its own pill-tile, divided with a spatula, rolled with the finger and thumb, dusted with calcined magnesia and delivered in little round pasteboard pill-boxes. The store is on a corner about which coveys of ragged-plumed, hilarious children play and become candidates for the cough drops and soothing syrups that wait for them inside.

Ikey Schoenstein was the night clerk of the Blue Light and the friend of his customers. Thus it is on the East Side, where the heart of pharmacy is not g1ace. There, as it should be, the druggist is a counsellor, a confessor, an adviser, an able and willing missionary and mentor whose learning is respected, whose occult wisdom is venerated and whose medicine is often poured, untasted, into the gutter. Therefore Ikey's corniform, be-spectacled nose and narrow, knowledge-bowed figure was well known in the vicinity of the Blue Light, and his advice and notice were much desired.

Ikey roomed and breakfasted at Mrs. Riddle's two squares away. Mrs. Riddle had a daughter named Rosy. The circumlocution has been in vain—you must have guessed it—Ikey adored Rosy. She tinctured all his thoughts; she was the compound extract of all that was chemically pure and officinal—the dispensatory contained nothing equal to her. But Ikey was timid, and his hopes remained insoluble in the menstruum of his backwardness and fears. Behind his counter he was a superior being, calmly conscious of special knowledge and worth; outside he was a weak-kneed, purblind, motorman-cursed rambler, with ill-fitting clothes stained with chemicals and smelling of socotrine aloes and valerianate of ammonia.

The fly in Ikey's ointment (thrice welcome, pat trope!) was Chunk McGowan.

Mr. McGowan was also striving to catch the bright smiles tossed about by Rosy. But he was no outfielder as Ikey was; he picked them off the bat. At the same time he was Ikey's friend and customer, and often dropped in at the Blue Light Drug Store to have a bruise painted with iodine or get a cut rubber-plastered after a pleasant evening spent along the Bowery.

One afternoon McGowan drifted in his silent, easy way, and sat, comely, smooth-faced, hard, indomitable, good-natured, upon a stool.

"Ikey," said he, when his friend had fetched his mortar and sat opposite, grinding gum benzoin to a powder, "get busy with your ear. It's drugs for me if you've got the line I need."

Ikey scanned the countenance of Mr. McGowan for the usual evidences of conflict, but found none.

"Take your coat off," he ordered. "I guess already that you have been stuck in the ribs with a knife. I have many times told you those Dagoes would do you up."

Mr. McGowan smiled. "Not them," he said. "Not any Dagoes. But you've located the diagnosis all right enough—it's under my coat, near the ribs. Say! Ikey—Rosy and me are goin' to run away and get married tonight."

Ikey's left forefinger was doubled over the edge of the mortar, holding it steady. He gave it a wild rap with the pestle, but felt it not. Meanwhile Mr. McGowan's smile faded to a look of perplexed gloom.

"That is," he continued, "if she keeps in the notion until the time comes. We've been layin' pipes for the getaway for two weeks. One day she says she will; the same evenin' she says nixy. We've agreed on tonight, and Rosy's stuck to the affirmative this time for two whole days. But it's five hours yet till the time, and I'm afraid she'll stand me up when it comes to the scratch."

"You said you wanted drugs," remarked Ikey.

Mr. McGowan looked ill at ease and harassed—a condition opposed to his usual line of demeanor. He made a patent-medicine almanac into a roll and fitted it with unprofitable carefulness about his finger.

"I wouldn't have this double handicap make a false start tonight for a million," he said. "I've got a little flat up in Harlem all ready, with chrysanthemums on the table and a kettle ready to boil. And I've engaged a pulpit pounder to be ready at his house for us at 9:30. It's got to come off. And if Rosy don't change her mind again!"—Mr. McGowan ceased, a prey to his doubts.

"I don't see then yet," said Ikey, shortly, "what makes it that you talk of drugs, or what I can be doing about it."

"Old man Riddle don't like me a little bit," went on the uneasy suitor, bent upon marshalling his arguments. "For a week he hasn't let Rosy step outside the door with me. If it wasn't for losin' a boarder they'd have bounced me long ago. I'm makin' $20 a week and she'll never regret flyin' the coop with Chunk McGowan."

"You will excuse me, Chunk," said Ikey. "I must make a prescription that is to be called for soon."

"Say," said McGowan, looking up suddenly, "say, Ikey, ain't there a drug of some kind—some kind of powders that'11 make a girl like you better if you give 'em to her?"

Ikey's lip beneath his nose curled with the scorn of superior enlightenment; but before he could answer, McGowan continued:

"Tim Lacy told me he got some once from a croaker uptown and fed 'em to his girl in soda water. From the very first dose he was ace-high and everybody else looked like thirty cents to her. They was married in less than two weeks."

Strong and simple was Chunk McGowan. A better reader of men than Ikey was could have seen that his tough frame was strung upon fine wires. Like a good general who was about to invade the enemy's territory he was seeking to guard every point against possible failure.

"I thought," went on Chunk hopefully, "that if I had one of them powders to give Rosy when I see her at supper tonight it might brace her up and keep her from reneging on the proposition to skip. I guess she don't need a mule team to drag her away, but women are better at coaching than they are at running bases. If the stuff'll work just for a couple of hours it'll do the trick."

"When is this foolishness of running away to be happening?" asked Ikey.

"Nine o'clock," said Mr. McGowan. "Supper's at seven. At eight Rosy goes to bed with a headache. At nine old Parvenzano lets me through to his back yard, where there's a board off Riddle's fence, next door. I go under her window and help her down the fire-escape. We've got to make it early on the preacher's account. It's all dead easy if Rosy don't balk when the flag drops. Can you fix me one of them powders, Ikey?"

Ikey Schoenstein rubbed his nose slowly.

"Chunk," said he, "it is of drugs of that nature that pharmaceutists must have much carefulness. To you alone of my acquaintance would I intrust a powder like that. But for you I shall make it, and you shall see how it makes Rosy to think of you."

Ikey went behind the prescription desk. There he crushed to a powder two soluble tablets, each containing a quarter of a grain of morphia. To them he added a little sugar of milk to increase the bulk, and folded the mixture neatly in a white paper. Taken by an adult this powder would insure several hours of heavy slumber without danger to the sleeper. This he handed to Chunk McGowan, telling him to administer it in a liquid if possible, and received the hearty thanks of the backyard Lochinvar.

The subtlety of Ikey's action becomes apparent upon recital of his subsequent move. He sent a messenger for Mr. Riddle and disclosed the plans of Mr. McGowan for eloping with Rosy. Mr. Riddle was a stout man, brick-dusty of complexion and sudden in action.

"Much obliged," he said, briefly, to Ikey. "The lazy Irish loafer! My own room's just above Rosy's. I'll just go up there myself after supper and load the shot-gun and wait. If he comes in my back yard he'll go away in a ambulance instead of a bridal chaise."

With Rosy held in the clutches of Morpheus for a many-hours deep slumber, and the bloodthirsty parent waiting, armed and forewarned, Ikey felt that his rival was close, indeed, upon discomfiture.

All night in the Blue Light Drug Store he waited at his duties for chance news of the tragedy, but none came.

At eight o'clock in the morning the day clerk arrived and Ikey started hurriedly for Mrs. Riddle's to learn the outcome. And, lo! as he stepped out of the store who but Chunk McGowan sprang from a passing street car and grasped his hand—Chunk McGowan with a victor's smile and flushed with joy.

"Pulled it off," said Chunk with Elysium in his grin. "Rosy bit the fire-escape on time to a second, and we was under the wire at the Reverend's at 9:30 1/4. She's up at the flat—she cooked eggs this mornin' in a blue kimono—Lord! How lucky I am! You must pace up some day, Ikey, and feed with us. I've got a job down near the bridge, and that's where I'm heading for now."

"The—the—powder?" stammered Ikey.

"Oh, that stuff you gave me!" said Chunk, broadening his grin; "well, it was this way. I sat down at the supper table last night at Riddle's, and I looked at Rosy, and I says to myself, 'Chunk, if you get the girl get her on the square—don't try any hocus-pocus with a thoroughbred like her.' And I keeps the paper you give me in my pocket. And then my lamps fall on another party present, who, I says to myself, is failin' in a proper affection toward his comin' son-in-law, so I watches my chance and dumps that powder in old man Riddle's coffee—see?"




Psyche and the Pskyscraper



If you are a philosopher you can do this thing: you can go to the top of a high building, look down upon your fellow-men 300 feet below, and despise them as insects. Like the irresponsible black waterbugs on summer ponds, they crawl and circle and hustle about idiotically without aim or purpose. They do not even move with the admirable intelligence of ants, for ants always know when they are going home. The ant is of a lowly station, but he will often reach home and get his slippers on while you are left at your elevated station.

Man, then, to the housetopped philosopher, appears to be but a creeping, contemptible beetle. Brokers, poets, millionaires, bootblacks, beauties, hod-carriers and politicians become little black specks dodging bigger black specks in streets no wider than your thumb.

From this high view the city itself becomes degraded to an unintelligible mass of distorted buildings and impossible perspectives; the revered ocean is a duck pond; the earth itself a lost golf ball. All the minutiae of life are gone. The philosopher gazes into the infinite heavens above him, and allows his soul to expand to the influence of his new view. He feels that he is the heir to Eternity and the child of Time. Space, too, should be his by the right of his immortal heritage, and he thrills at the thought that some day his kind shall traverse those mysterious aerial roads between planet and planet. The tiny world beneath his feet upon which this towering structure of steel rests as a speck of dust upon a Himalayan mountain—it is but one of a countless number of such whirling atoms. What are the ambitions, the achievements, the paltry conquests and loves of those restless black insects below compared with the serene and awful immensity of the universe that lies above and around their insignificant city?

It is guaranteed that the philosopher will have these thoughts. They have been expressly compiled from the philosophies of the world and set down with the proper interrogation point at the end of them to represent the invariable musings of deep thinkers on high places. And when the philosopher takes the elevator down his mind is broader, his heart is at peace, and his conception of the cosmogony of creation is as wide as the buckle of Orion's summer belt.

But if your name happened to be Daisy, and you worked in an Eighth Avenue candy store and lived in a little cold hall bedroom, five feet by eight, and earned $6 per week, and ate ten-cent lunches and were nineteen years old, and got up at 6:30 and worked till 9, and never had studied philosophy, maybe things wouldn't look that way to you from the top of a skyscraper.

Two sighed for the hand of Daisy, the unphilosophical. One was Joe, who kept the smallest store in New York. It was about the size of a tool-box of the D. P. W., and was stuck like a swallow's nest against a corner of a down-town skyscraper. Its stock consisted of fruit, candies, newspapers, song books, cigarettes, and lemonade in season. When stern winter shook his congealed locks and Joe had to move himself and the fruit inside, there was exactly room in the store for the proprietor, his wares, a stove the size of a vinegar cruet, and one customer.

Joe was not of the nation that keeps us forever in a furore with fugues and fruit. He was a capable American youth who was laying by money, and wanted Daisy to help him spend it. Three times he had asked her.

"I got money saved up, Daisy," was his love song; "and you know how bad I want you. That store of mine ain't very big, but—"

"Oh, ain't it?" would be the antiphony of the unphilosophical one. "Why, I heard Wanamaker's was trying to get you to sublet part of your floor space to them for next year."

Daisy passed Joe's corner every morning and evening.

"Hello, Two-by-Four!" was her usual greeting. "Seems to me your store looks emptier. You must have sold a pack of chewing gum."

Ain't much room in here, sure," Joe would answer, with his slow grin, "except for you, Daise. Me and the store are waitin' for you whenever you'll take us. Don't you think you might before long?"

"Store!"—a fine scorn was expressed by Daisy's uptilted nose—"sardine box! Waitin' for me, you say? Gee! you'd have to throw out about a hundred pounds of candy before I could get inside of it, Joe."

"I wouldn't mind an even swap like that," said Joe, complimentary.

Daisy's existence was limited in every way. She had to walk sideways between the counter and the shelves in the candy store. In her own hall bedroom coziness had been carried close to cohesiveness. The walls were so near to one another that the paper on them made a perfect Babel of noise. She could light the gas with one hand and close the door with the other without taking her eyes off the reflection of her brown pompadour in the mirror. She had Joe's picture in a gilt frame on the dresser, and sometimes—but her next thought would always be of Joe's funny little store tacked like a soap box to the corner of that great building, and away would go her sentiment in a breeze of laughter.

Daisy's other suitor followed Joe by several months. He came to board in the house where she lived. His name was Dabster, and he was a philosopher. Though young, attainments stood out upon him like continental labels on a Passaic (N. J.) suitcase. Knowledge he had kidnapped from cyclopedias and handbooks of useful information; but as for wisdom, when she passed he was left sniffling in the road without so much as the number of her motor car. He could and would tell you the proportion of water and muscle-making properties of peas and veal, the shortest verse in the Bible, the number of pounds of shingle nails required to fasten 256 shingles laid four inches to the weather, the population of Kankakee, Ill., the theories of Spinoza, the name of Mr. H. McKay Twombly's second hall footman, the length of the Hoosac Tunnel, the best time to set a hen, the salary of the railway post-office messenger between Driftwood and Red Bank Furnace, Pa., and the number of bones in the foreleg of a cat.

The weight of learning was no handicap to Dabster. His statistics were the sprigs of parsley with which he garnished the feast of small talk that he would set before you if he conceived that to be your taste. And again he used them as breastworks in foraging at the boardinghouse. Firing at you a volley of figures concerning the weight of a lineal foot of bar-iron 5×2 3/4 inches, and the average annual rainfall at Fort Snelling, Minn., he would transfix with his fork the best piece of chicken on the dish while you were trying to rally sufficiently to ask him weakly why does a hen cross the road.

Thus, brightly armed, and further equipped with a measure of good looks, of a hair-oily, shopping-district-at-three-in-the-afternoon kind, it seems that Joe, of the Lilliputian emporium, had a rival worthy of his steel.

But Joe carried no steel. There wouldn't have been room in his store to draw it if he had.

One Saturday afternoon, about four o'clock, Daisy and Mr. Dabster stopped before Joe's booth. Dabster wore a silk hat, and—well, Daisy was a woman, and that hat had no chance to get back in its box until Joe had seen it. A stick of pineapple chewing gum was the ostensible object of the call. Joe supplied it through the open side of his store. He did not pale or falter at sight of the hat.

"Mr. Dabster's going to take me on top of the building to observe the view," said Daisy, after she had introduced her admirers. "I never was on a skyscraper. I guess it must be awfully nice and funny up there."

"H'm!" said Joe.

"The panorama," said Mr. Dabster, "exposed to the gaze from the top of a lofty building is not only sublime, but instructive. Miss Daisy has a decided pleasure in store for her."

"It's windy up there, too, as well as here," said Joe. "Are you dressed warm enough, Daise?"

"Sure thing! I'm all lined," said Daisy, smiling slyly at his clouded brow. "You look just like a mummy in a case, Joe. Ain't you just put in an invoice of a pint of peanuts or another apple? Your stock looks awful over-stocked."

Daisy giggled at her favorite joke; and Joe had to smile with her.

"Your quarters are somewhat limited, Mr.—er—er," remarked Dabster, "in comparison with the size of this building. I understand the area of its side to be about 340 by 100 feet. That would make you occupy a proportionate space as if half of Beloochistan were placed upon a territory as large as the United States east of the Rocky Mountains, with the Province of Ontario and Belgium added."

"Is that so, sport?" said Joe, genially. "You are Weisenheimer on figures, all right. How many square pounds of baled hay do you think a jackass could eat if he stopped brayin' long enough to keep still a minute and five eighths?"

A few minutes later Daisy and Mr. Dabster stepped from an elevator to the top floor of the skyscraper. Then up a short, steep stairway and out upon the roof. Dabster led her to the parapet so she could look down at the black dots moving in the street below.

"What are they?" she asked, trembling. She had never before been on a height like this before.

And then Dabster must needs play the philosopher on the tower, and conduct her soul forth to meet the immensity of space.

"Bipeds," he said, solemnly. "See what they become even at the small elevation of 340 feet—mere crawling insects going to and fro at random."

"Oh, they ain't anything of the kind," exclaimed Daisy, suddenly— "they're folks! I saw an automobile. Oh, gee! are we that high up?"

"Walk over this way," said Dabster.

He showed her the great city lying like an orderly array of toys far below, starred here and there, early as it was, by the first beacon lights of the winter afternoon. And then the bay and sea to the south and east vanishing mysteriously into the sky.

"I don't like it," declared Daisy, with troubled blue eyes. "Say we go down."

But the philosopher was not to be denied his opportunity. He would let her behold the grandeur of his mind, the half-nelson he had on the infinite, and the memory he had for statistics. And then she would nevermore be content to buy chewing gum at the smallest store in New York. And so he began to prate of the smallness of human affairs, and how that even so slight a removal from earth made man and his works look like one tenth part of a dollar thrice computed. And that one should consider the sidereal system and the maxims of Epictetus and be comforted.

"You don't carry me with you," said Daisy. "Say, I think it's awful to be up so high that folks look like fleas. One of them we saw might have been Joe. Why, Jiminy! we might as well be in New Jersey! Say, I'm afraid up here!"

The philosopher smiled fatuously.

"The earth," said he, "is itself only as a grain of wheat in space. Look up there."

Daisy gazed upward apprehensively. The short day was spent and the stars were coming out above.

"Yonder star," said Dabster, "is Venus, the evening star. She is 66,000,000 miles from the sun."

"Fudge!" said Daisy, with a brief flash of spirit, "where do you think I come from—Brooklyn? Susie Price, in our store—her brother sent her a ticket to go to San Francisco—that's only three thousand miles."

The philosopher smiled indulgently.

"Our world," he said, "is 91,000,000 miles from the sun. There are eighteen stars of the first magnitude that are 211,000 times further from us than the sun is. If one of them should be extinguished it would be three years before we would see its light go out. There are six thousand stars of the sixth magnitude. It takes thirty-six years for the light of one of them to reach the earth. With an eighteen-foot telescope we can see 43,000,000 stars, including those of the thirteenth magnitude, whose light takes 2,700 years to reach us. Each of these stars—"

"You're lyin'," cried Daisy, angrily. "You're tryin' to scare me. And you have; I want to go down!"

She stamped her foot.

"Arcturus—" began the philosopher, soothingly, but he was interrupted by a demonstration out of the vastness of the nature that he was endeavoring to portray with his memory instead of his heart. For to the heart-expounder of nature the stars were set in the firmament expressly to give soft light to lovers wandering happily beneath them; and if you stand tiptoe some September night with your sweetheart on your arm you can almost touch them with your hand. Three years for their light to reach us, indeed!

Out of the west leaped a meteor, lighting the roof of the skyscraper almost to midday. Its fiery parabola was limned against the sky toward the east. It hissed as it went, and Daisy screamed.

"Take me down," she cried, vehemently, "you—you mental arithmetic!"

Dabster got her to the elevator, and inside of it. She was wild- eyed, and she shuddered when the express made its debilitating drop.

Outside the revolving door of the skyscraper the philosopher lost her. She vanished; and he stood, bewildered, without figures or statistics to aid him.

Joe had a lull in trade, and by squirming among his stock succeeded in lighting a cigarette and getting one cold foot against the attenuated stove.

The door was burst open, and Daisy, laughing, crying, scattering fruit and candies, tumbled into his arms.

"Oh, Joe, I've been up on the skyscraper. Ain't it cozy and warm and homelike in here! I'm ready for you, Joe, whenever you want me."




Between Rounds



The May moon shone bright upon the private boarding-house of Mrs. Murphy. By reference to the almanac a large amount of territory will be discovered upon which its rays also fell. Spring was in its heydey, with hay fever soon to follow. The parks were green with new leaves and buyers for the Western and Southern trade. Flowers and summer-resort agents were blowing; the air and answers to Lawson were growing milder; handorgans, fountains and pinochle were playing everywhere.

The windows of Mrs. Murphy's boarding-house were open. A group of boarders were seated on the high stoop upon round, flat mats like German pancakes.

In one of the second-floor front windows Mrs. McCaskey awaited her husband. Supper was cooling on the table. Its heat went into Mrs. McCaskey.

At nine Mr. McCaskey came. He carried his coat on his arm and his pipe in his teeth; and he apologized for disturbing the boarders on the steps as he selected spots of stone between them on which to set his size 9, width Ds.

As he opened the door of his room he received a surprise. Instead of the usual stove-lid or potato-masher for him to dodge, came only words.

Mr. McCaskey reckoned that the benign May moon had softened the breast of his spouse.

"I heard ye," came the oral substitutes for kitchenware. "Ye can apologize to riff-raff of the streets for settin' yer unhandy feet on the tails of their frocks, but ye'd walk on the neck of yer wife the length of a clothes-line without so much as a 'Kiss me fut,' and I'm sure it's that long from rubberin' out the windy for ye and the victuals cold such as there's money to buy after drinkin' up yer wages at Gallegher's every Saturday evenin', and the gas man here twice today for his."

"Woman!" said Mr. McCaskey, dashing his coat and hat upon a chair, "the noise of ye is an insult to me appetite. When ye run down politeness ye take the mortar from between the bricks of the foundations of society. 'Tis no more than exercisin' the acrimony of a gentleman when ye ask the dissent of ladies blockin' the way for steppin' between them. Will ye bring the pig's face of ye out of the windy and see to the food?"

Mrs. McCaskey arose heavily and went to the stove. There was something in her manner that warned Mr. McCaskey. When the corners of her mouth went down suddenly like a barometer it usually foretold a fall of crockery and tinware.

"Pig's face, is it?" said Mrs. McCaskey, and hurled a stewpan full of bacon and turnips at her lord.

Mr. McCaskey was no novice at repartee. He knew what should follow the entree. On the table was a roast sirloin of pork, garnished with shamrocks. He retorted with this, and drew the appropriate return of a bread pudding in an earthen dish. A hunk of Swiss cheese accurately thrown by her husband struck Mrs. McCaskey below one eye. When she replied with a well-aimed coffee-pot full of a hot, black, semi-fragrant liquid the battle, according to courses, should have ended.

But Mr. McCaskey was no 50-cent table d'hoter. Let cheap Bohemians consider coffee the end, if they would. Let them make that faux pas. He was foxier still. Finger-bowls were not beyond the compass of his experience. They were not to be had in the Pension Murphy; but their equivalent was at hand. Triumphantly he sent the granite-ware wash basin at the head of his matrimonial adversary. Mrs. McCaskey dodged in time. She reached for a flatiron, with which, as a sort of cordial, she hoped to bring the gastronomical duel to a close. But a loud, wailing scream downstairs caused both her and Mr. McCaskey to pause in a sort of involuntary armistice.

On the sidewalk at the corner of the house Policeman Cleary was standing with one ear upturned, listening to the crash of household utensils.

"'Tis Jawn McCaskey and his missis at it again," meditated the policeman. "I wonder shall I go up and stop the row. I will not. Married folks they are; and few pleasures they have. 'Twill not last long. Sure, they'll have to borrow more dishes to keep it up with."

And just then came the loud scream below-stairs, betokening fear or dire extremity. "'Tis probably the cat," said Policeman Cleary, and walked hastily in the other direction.

The boarders on the steps were fluttered. Mr. Toomey, an insurance solicitor by birth and an investigator by profession, went inside to analyze the scream. He returned with the news that Mrs. Murphy's little boy, Mike, was lost. Following the messenger, out bounced Mrs. Murphy—two hundred pounds in tears and hysterics, clutching the air and howling to the sky for the loss of thirty pounds of freckles and mischief. Bathos, truly; but Mr. Toomey sat down at the side of Miss Purdy, millinery, and their hands came together in sympathy. The two old maids, Misses Walsh, who complained everyday about the noise in the halls, inquired immediately if anybody had looked behind the clock.

Major Grigg, who sat by his fat wife on the top step, arose and buttoned his coat. "The little one lost?" he exclaimed. "I will scour the city." His wife never allowed him out after dark. But now she said: "Go, Ludovic!" in a baritone voice. "Whoever can look upon that mother's grief without springing to her relief has a heart of stone." "Give me some thirty or—sixty cents, my love," said the Major. "Lost children sometimes stray far. I may need carfares."

Old man Denny, hall room, fourth floor back, who sat on the lowest step, trying to read a paper by the street lamp, turned over a page to follow up the article about the carpenters' strike. Mrs. Murphy shrieked to the moon: "Oh, ar-r-Mike, f'r Gawd's sake, where is me little bit av a boy?"

"When'd ye see him last?" asked old man Denny, with one eye on the report of the Building Trades League.

"Oh," wailed Mrs. Murphy, "'twas yesterday, or maybe four hours ago! I dunno. But it's lost he is, me little boy Mike. He was playin' on the sidewalk only this mornin'—or was it Wednesday? I'm that busy with work, 'tis hard to keep up with dates. But I've looked the house over from top to cellar, and it's gone he is. Oh, for the love av Hiven—"

Silent, grim, colossal, the big city has ever stood against its revilers. They call it hard as iron; they say that no pulse of pity beats in its bosom; they compare its streets with lonely forests and deserts of lava. But beneath the hard crust of the lobster is found a delectable and luscious food. Perhaps a different simile would have been wiser. Still, nobody should take offence. We would call no one a lobster without good and sufficient claws.

No calamity so touches the common heart of humanity as does the straying of a little child. Their feet are so uncertain and feeble; the ways are so steep and strange.

Major Griggs hurried down to the corner, and up the avenue into Billy's place. "Gimme a rye-high," he said to the servitor. "Haven't seen a bow-legged, dirty-faced little devil of a six-year- old loot kid around here anywhere, have you?"

Mr. Toomey retained Miss Purdy's hand on the steps. "Think of that dear little babe," said Miss Purdy, "lost from his mother's side—perhaps already fallen beneath the iron hoofs of galloping steeds—oh, isn't it dreadful?"

"Ain't that right?" agreed Mr. Toomey, squeezing her hand. "Say I start out and help look for um!"

"Perhaps," said Miss Purdy, "you should. But, oh, Mr. Toomey, you are so dashing—so reckless—suppose in your enthusiasm some accident should befall you, then what—"

Old man Denny read on about the arbitration agreement, with one finger on the lines.

In the second floor front Mr. and Mrs. McCaskey came to the window to recover their second wind. Mr. McCaskey was scooping turnips out of his vest with a crooked forefinger, and his lady was wiping an eye that the salt of the roast pork had not benefited. They heard the outcry below, and thrust their heads out of the window.

"'Tis little Mike is lost," said Mrs. McCaskey, in a hushed voice, "the beautiful, little, trouble-making angel of a gossoon!"

"The bit of a boy mislaid?" said Mr. McCaskey, leaning out of the window. "Why, now, that's bad enough, entirely. The children, they be different. If 'twas a woman I'd be willin', for they leave peace behind 'em when they go."

Disregarding the thrust, Mrs. McCaskey caught her husband's arm.

"Jawn," she said, sentimentally, "Missis Murphy's little bye is lost. 'Tis a great city for losing little boys. Six years old he was. Jawn, 'tis the same age our little bye would have been if we had had one six years ago."

"We never did," said Mr. McCaskey, lingering with the fact.

"But if we had, Jawn, think what sorrow would be in our hearts this night, with our little Phelan run away and stolen in the city nowhere at all."

"Ye talk foolishness," said Mr. McCaskey. "'Tis Pat he would be named, after me old father in Cantrim."

"Ye lie!" said Mrs. McCaskey, without anger. "Me brother was worth tin dozen bog-trotting McCaskey. After him would the bye be named." She leaned over the window-sill and looked down at the hurrying and bustle below.

"Jawn," said Mrs. McCaskey, softly, "I'm sorry I was hasty wid ye."

"'Twas hasty puddin', as ye say," said her husband, "and hurry-up turnips and get-a-move-on-ye coffee. 'Twas what ye could call a quick lunch, all right, and tell no lie."

Mrs. McCaskey slipped her arm inside her husband's and took his rough hand in hers.

"Listen at the cryin' of poor Mrs. Murphy," she said. "'Tis an awful thing for a bit of a bye to be lost in this great big city. If 'twas our little Phelan, Jawn, I'd be breakin' me heart."

Awkwardly Mr. McCaskey withdrew his hand. But he laid it around the nearing shoulders of his wife.

"'Tis foolishness, of course," said he, roughly, "but I'd be cut up some myself if our little Pat was kidnapped or anything. But there never was any children for us. Sometimes I've been ugly and hard with ye, Judy. Forget it."

They leaned together, and looked down at the heart-drama being acted below.

Long they sat thus. People surged along the sidewalk, crowding, questioning, filling the air with rumors, and inconsequent surmises. Mrs. Murphy ploughed back and forth in their midst, like a soft mountain down which plunged an audible cataract of tears. Couriers came and went.

Loud voices and a renewed uproar were raised in front of the boarding-house.

"What's up now, Judy?" asked Mr. McCaskey.

"'Tis Missis Murphy's voice," said Mrs. McCaskey, harking. "She says she's after finding little Mike asleep behind the roll of old linoleum under the bed in her room."

Mr. McCaskey laughed loudly.

"That's yer Phelan," he shouted, sardonically. "Divil a bit would a Pat have done that trick. If the bye we never had is strayed and stole, by the powers, call him Phelan, and see him hide out under the bed like a mangy pup."

Mrs. McCaskey arose heavily, and went toward the dish closet, with the corners of her mouth drawn down.

Policeman Cleary came back around the corner as the crowd dispersed. Surprised, he upturned an ear toward the McCaskey apartment, where the crash of irons and chinaware and the ring of hurled kitchen utensils seemed as loud as before. Policeman Cleary took out his timepiece.

"By the deported snakes!" he exclaimed, "Jawn McCaskey and his lady have been fightin' for an hour and a quarter by the watch. The missis could give him forty pounds weight. Strength to his arm."

Policeman Cleary strolled back around the corner.

Old man Denny folded his paper and hurried up the steps just as Mrs. Murphy was about to lock the door for the night.




The Mammon and the Archer



Old Anthony Rockwall, retired manufacturer and proprietor of Rockwall's Eureka Soap, looked out the library window of his Fifth Avenue mansion and grinned. His neighbor to the right—the aristocratic clubman, G. Van Schuylight Suffolk-Jones—came out to his waiting motorcar, wrinkling a contumelious nostril, as usual, at the Italian renaissance sculpture of the soap palace's front elevation.

"Stuck-up old statuette of nothing doing!" commented the ex-Soap King. "The Eden Musee'll get that old frozen Nesselrode yet if he don't watch out. I'll have this house painted red, white, and blue next summer and see if that'll make his Dutch nose turn up any higher."

And then Anthony Rockwall, who never cared for bells, went to the door of his library and shouted "Mike!" in the same voice that had once chipped off pieces of the welkin on the Kansas prairies.

"Tell my son," said Anthony to the answering menial, "to come in here before he leaves the house."

When young Rockwall entered the library the old man laid aside his newspaper, looked at him with a kindly grimness on his big, smooth, ruddy countenance, rumpled his mop of white hair with one hand and rattled the keys in his pocket with the other.

"Richard," said Anthony Rockwail, "what do you pay for the soap that you use?"

Richard, only six months home from college, was startled a little. He had not yet taken the measure of this sire of his, who was as full of unexpectednesses as a girl at her first party.

"Six dollars a dozen, I think, dad."

"And your clothes?"

"I suppose about sixty dollars, as a rule."

"You're a gentleman," said Anthony, decidedly. "I've heard of these young bloods spending $24 a dozen for soap, and going over the hundred mark for clothes. You've got as much money to waste as any of 'em, and yet you stick to what's decent and moderate. Now I use the old Eureka—not only for sentiment, but it's the purest soap made. Whenever you pay more than 10 cents a cake for soap you buy bad perfumes and labels. But 50 cents is doing very well for a young man in your generation, position and condition. As I said, you're a gentleman. They say it takes three generations to make one. They're off. Money'll do it as slick as soap grease. It's made you one. By hokey! it's almost made one of me. I'm nearly as impolite and disagreeable and ill-mannered as these two old Knickerbocker gents on each side of me that can't sleep of nights because I bought in between 'em."

"There are some things that money can't accomplish," remarked young Rockwall, rather gloomily.

"Now, don't say that," said old Anthony, shocked. "I bet my money on money every time. I've been through the encyclopaedia down to Y looking for something you can't buy with it; and I expect to have to take up the appendix next week. I'm for money against the field. Tell me something money won't buy."

"For one thing," answered Richard, rankling a little, "it won't buy one into the exclusive circles of society." "Oho! won't it?" thundered the champion of the root of evil. "You tell me where your exclusive circles would be if the first Astor hadn't had the money to pay for his steerage passage over?"

Richard sighed.

"And that's what I was coming to," said the old man, less boisterously. "That's why I asked you to come in. There's something going wrong with you, boy. I've been noticing it for two weeks. Out with it. I guess I could lay my hands on eleven millions within twenty-four hours, besides the real estate. If it's your liver, there's the Rambler down in the bay, coaled, and ready to steam down to the Bahamas in two days."

"Not a bad guess, dad; you haven't missed it far."

"Ah," said Anthony, keenly; "what's her name?"

Richard began to walk up and down the library floor. There was enough comradeship and sympathy in this crude old father of his to draw his confidence.

"Why don't you ask her?" demanded old Anthony. "She'll jump at you. You've got the money and the looks, and you're a decent boy. Your hands are clean. You've got no Eureka soap on 'em. You've been to college, but she'll overlook that."

"I haven't had a chance," said Richard.

"Make one," said Anthony. "Take her for a walk in the park, or a straw ride, or walk home with her from church Chance! Pshaw!"

"You don't know the social mill, dad. She's part of the stream that turns it. Every hour and minute of her time is arranged for days in advance. I must have that girl, dad, or this town is a blackjack swamp forevermore. And I can't write it—I can't do that."

"Tut!" said the old man. "Do you mean to tell me that with all the money I've got you can't get an hour or two of a girl's time for yourself?"

"I've put it off too late. She's going to sail for Europe at noon day after tomorrow for a two years' stay. I'm to see her alone tomorrow evening for a few minutes. She's at Larchmont now at her aunt's. I can't go there. But I'm allowed to meet her with a cab at the Grand Central Station tomorrow evening at the 8.30 train. We drive down Broadway to Wallack's at a gallop, where her mother and a box party will be waiting for us in the lobby. Do you think she would listen to a declaration from me during that six or eight minutes under those circumstances? No. And what chance would I have in the theatre or afterward? None. No, dad, this is one tangle that your money can't unravel. We can't buy one minute of time with cash; if we could, rich people would live longer. There's no hope of getting a talk with Miss Lantry before she sails."

"All right, Richard, my boy," said old Anthony, cheerfully. "You may run along down to your club now. I'm glad it ain't your liver. But don't forget to burn a few punk sticks in the joss house to the great god Mazuma from time to time. You say money won't buy time? Well, of course, you can't order eternity wrapped up and delivered at your residence for a price, but I've seen Father Time get pretty bad stone bruises on his heels when he walked through the gold diggings."

That night came Aunt Ellen, gentle, sentimental, wrinkled, sighing, oppressed by wealth, in to Brother Anthony at his evening paper, and began discourse on the subject of lovers' woes.

"He told me all about it," said brother Anthony, yawning. "I told him my bank account was at his service. And then he began to knock money. Said money couldn't help. Said the rules of society couldn't be bucked for a yard by a team of ten-millionaires."

"Oh, Anthony," sighed Aunt Ellen, "I wish you would not think so much of money. Wealth is nothing where a true affection is concerned. Love is all-powerful. If he only had spoken earlier! She could not have refused our Richard. But now I fear it is too late. He will have no opportunity to address her. All your gold cannot bring happiness to your son."

At eight o'clock the next evening Aunt Ellen took a quaint old gold ring from a moth-eaten case and gave it to Richard.

"Wear it tonight, nephew," she begged. "Your mother gave it to me. Good luck in love she said it brought. She asked me to give it to you when you had found the one you loved."

Young Rockwall took the ring reverently and tried it on his smallest finger. It slipped as far as the second joint and stopped. He took it off and stuffed it into his vest pocket, after the manner of man. And then he 'phoned for his cab.

At the station he captured Miss Lantry out of the gadding mob at eight thirty-two.

"We mustn't keep mamma and the others waiting," said she.

"To Wallack's Theatre as fast as you can drive!" said Richard loyally.

They whirled up Forty-second to Broadway, and then down the white-starred lane that leads from the soft meadows of sunset to the rocky hills of morning.

At Thirty-Fourth Street young Richard quickly thrust up the trap and ordered the cabman to stop.

"I've dropped a ring," he apologised, as he climbed out. "It was my mother's, and I'd hate to lose it. I won't detain you a minute—I saw where it fell."

In less than a minute he was back in the cab with the ring.

But within that minute a crosstown car had stopped directly in front of the cab. The cabman tried to pass to the left, but a heavy express wagon cut him off. He tried the right, and had to back away from a furniture van that had no business to be there. He tried to back out, but dropped his reins and swore dutifully. He was blockaded in a tangled mess of vehicles and horses.

One of those street blockades had occurred that sometimes tie up commerce and movement quite suddenly in the big city.

"Why don't you drive on?" said Miss Lantry, impatiently. "We'll be late."

Richard stood up in the cab and looked around. He saw a congested flood of wagons, trucks, cabs, vans and street cars filling the vast space where Broadway, Sixth Avenue and Thirty-Fourth Street cross one another as a twenty-six inch maiden fills her twenty-two inch girdle. And still from all the cross streets they were hurrying and rattling toward the converging point at full speed, and hurling themselves into the struggling mass, locking wheels and adding their drivers' imprecations to the clamor. The entire traffic of Manhattan seemed to have jammed itself around them. The oldest New Yorker among the thousands of spectators that lined the sidewalks had not witnessed a street blockade of the proportions of this one.

"I'm very sorry," said Richard, as he resumed his seat, "but it looks as if we are stuck. They won't get this jumble loosened up in an hour. It was my fault. If I hadn't dropped the ring we—" "Let me see the ring," said Miss Lantry. "Now that it can't be helped, I don't care. I think theatres are stupid, anyway."

At 11 o'clock that night somebody tapped lightly on Anthony Rockwall's door.

"Come in," shouted Anthony, who was in a red dressing-gown, reading a book of piratical adventures.

Somebody was Aunt Ellen, looking like a grey-haired angel that had been left on earth by mistake.

"They're engaged, Anthony," she said, softly. "She has promised to marry our Richard. On their way to the theatre there was a street blockade, and it was two hours before their cab could get out of it.

"And oh, brother Anthony, don't ever boast of the power of money again. A little emblem of true love—a little ring that symbolized unending and unmercenary affection—was the cause of our Richard finding his happiness. He dropped it in the street, and got out to recover it. And before they could continue the blockade occurred. He spoke to his love and won her there while the cab was hemmed in. Money is dross compared with true love, Anthony."

"All right," said old Anthony. "I'm glad the boy has got what he wanted. I told him I wouldn't spare any expense in the matter if—"

"But, brother Anthony, what good could your money have done?"

"Sister," said Anthony Rockwall. "I've got my pirate in a devil of a scrape. His ship has just been scuttled, and he's too good a judge of the value of money to let drown. I wish you would let me go on with this chapter."

The story should end here. I wish it would as heartily as you who read it wish it did. But we must go to the bottom of the well for truth.

The next day a person with red hands and a blue polka-dot necktie, who called himself Kelly, called at Anthony Rockwall's house, and was at once received in the library.

"Well," said Anthony, reaching for his chequebook, "it was a good bilin' of soap. Let's see—you had $5,000 in cash."

"I paid out $300 more of my own," said Kelly. "I had to go a little above the estimate. I got the express wagons and cabs mostly for $5; but the trucks and two-horse teams mostly raised me to $10. The motormen wanted $10, and some of the loaded teams $20. The cops struck me hardest—$50 I paid two, and the rest $20 and $25. But didn't it work beautiful, Mr. Rockwall? I'm glad William A. Brady wasn't onto that little outdoor vehicle mob scene. I wouldn't want William to break his heart with jealousy. And never a rehearsal, either! The boys was on time to the fraction of a second. It was two hours before a snake could get below Greeley's statue."

"Thirteen hundred—there you are, Kelly," said Anthony, tearing off a check. "Your thousand, and the $300 you were out. You don't despise money, do you, Kelly?"

"Me?" said Kelly. "I can lick the man that invented poverty."

Anthony called Kelly when he was at the door.

"You didn't notice," said he, "anywhere in the tie-up, a kind of a fat boy without any clothes on shooting arrows around with a bow, did you?"

"Why, no," said Kelly, mystified. "I didn't. If he was like you say, maybe the cops pinched him before I got there."

"I thought the little rascal wouldn't be on hand," chuckled Anthony. "Good-bye, Kelly."




Shearing the Wolf



Jeff Peters was always eloquent when the ethics of his profession was under discussion.

"The only times," said he, "that me and Andy Tucker ever had any hiatuses in our cordial intents was when we differed on the moral aspects of grafting. Andy had his standards and I had mine. I didn't approve of all of Andy's schemes for levying contributions from the public, and he thought I allowed my conscience to interfere too often for the financial good of the firm. We had high arguments sometimes. One word led on to another till he said I reminded him of Rockefeller.

"'I don't know how you mean that, Andy,' says I, 'but we have been friends too long for me to take offense, at a taunt that you will regret when you cool off. I have yet,' says I, 'to shake hands with a subpoena server.'

"One summer me and Andy decided to rest up a spell in a fine little town in the mountains of Kentucky called Grassdale. We was supposed to be horse drovers, and good decent citizens besides, taking a summer vacation. The Grassdale people liked us, and me and Andy declared a cessation of hostilities, never so much as floating the fly leaf of a rubber concession prospectus or flashing a Brazilian diamond while we was there.

"One day the leading hardware merchant of Grassdale drops around to the hotel where me and Andy stopped, and smokes with us, sociable, on the side porch. We knew him pretty well from pitching quoits in the afternoons in the court house yard. He was a loud, red man, breathing hard, but fat and respectable beyond all reason.

"After we talk on all the notorious themes of the day, this Murkison—for such was his entitlements—takes a letter out of his coat pocket in a careful, careless way and hands it to us to read.

"'Now, what do you think of that?' says he, laughing—'a letter like that to ME!'

"Me and Andy sees at a glance what it is; but we pretend to read it through. It was one of them old time typewritten green goods letters explaining how for $1,000 you could get $5,000 in bills that an expert couldn't tell from the genuine; and going on to tell how they were made from plates stolen by an employee of the Treasury at Washington.

"'Think of 'em sending a letter like that to ME!' says Murkison again.

"'Lot's of good men get 'em,' says Andy. 'If you don't answer the first letter they let you drop. If you answer it they write again asking you to come on with your money and do business.'

"'But think of 'em writing to ME!' says Murkison.

"A few days later he drops around again.

"'Boys,' says he, 'I know you are all right or I wouldn't confide in you. I wrote to them rascals again just for fun. They answered and told me to come on to Chicago. They said telegraph to J. Smith when I would start. When I get there I'm to wait on a certain street corner till a man in a gray suit comes along and drops a newspaper in front of me. Then I am to ask him how the water is, and he knows it's me and I know it's him.'

"'Ah, yes,' says Andy, gaping, 'it's the same old game. I've often read about it in the papers. Then he conducts you to the private abattoir in the hotel, where Mr. Jones is already waiting. They show you brand new real money and sell you all you want at five for one. You see 'em put it in a satchel for you and know it's there. Of course it's brown paper when you come to look at it afterward.'

"'Oh, they couldn't switch it on me,' says Murkison. 'I haven't built up the best paying business in Grassdale without having witticisms about me. You say it's real money they show you, Mr. Tucker?'

"'I've always—I see by the papers that it always is,' says Andy.

"'Boys,' says Murkison, 'I've got it in my mind that them fellows can't fool me. I think I'll put a couple of thousand in my jeans and go up there and put it all over 'em. If Bill Murkison gets his eyes once on them bills they show him he'll never take 'em off of 'em. They offer $5 for $1, and they'll have to stick to the bargain if I tackle 'em. That's the kind of trader Bill Murkison is. Yes, I jist believe I'll drop up Chicago way and take a 5 to 1 shot on J. Smith. I guess the water'll be fine enough.'

"Me and Andy tries to get this financial misquotation out of Murkison's head, but we might as well have tried to keep the man who rolls peanuts with a toothpick from betting on Bryan's election. No, sir; he was going to perform a public duty by catching these green goods swindlers at their own game. Maybe it would teach 'em a lesson.

"After Murkison left us me and Andy sat a while prepondering over our silent meditations and heresies of reason. In our idle hours we always improved our higher selves by ratiocination and mental thought.

"'Jeff,' says Andy after a long time, 'quite unseldom I have seen fit to impugn your molars when you have been chewing the rag with me about your conscientious way of doing business. I may have been often wrong. But here is a case where I think we can agree. I feel that it would be wrong for us to allow Mr. Murkison to go alone to meet those Chicago green goods men. There is but one way it can end. Don't you think we would both feel better if we was to intervene in some way and prevent the doing of this deed?'

"I got up and shook Andy Tucker's hand hard and long.

"'Andy,' says I, 'I may have had one or two hard thoughts about the heartlessness of your corporation, but I retract 'em now. You have a kind nucleus at the interior of your exterior after all. It does you credit. I was just thinking the same thing that you have expressed. It would not be honorable or praiseworthy,' says I, 'for us to let Murkison go on with this project he has taken up. If he is determined to go let us go with him and prevent this swindle from coming off.'

"Andy agreed with me; and I was glad to see that he was in earnest about breaking up this green goods scheme.

"'I don't call myself a religious man,' says I, 'or a fanatic in moral bigotry, but I can't stand still and see a man who has built up his business by his own efforts and brains and risk be robbed by an unscrupulous trickster who is a menace to the public good.'

"'Right, Jeff,' says Andy. 'We'll stick right along with Murkison if he insists on going and block this funny business. I'd hate to see any money dropped in it as bad as you would.'

"Well, we went to see Murkison.

"'No, boys,' says he. 'I can't consent to let the song of this Chicago siren waft by me on the summer breeze. I'll fry some fat out of this ignis fatuus or burn a hole in the skillet. But I'd be plumb diverted to death to have you all go along with me. Maybe you could help some when it comes to cashing in the ticket to that 5 to 1 shot. Yes, I'd really take it as a pastime and regalement if you boys would go along too.'

"Murkison gives it out in Grassdale that he is going for a few days with Mr. Peters and Mr. Tucker to look over some iron ore property in West Virginia. He wires J. Smith that he will set foot in the spider web on a given date; and the three of us lights out for Chicago.

"On the way Murkison amuses himself with premonitions and advance pleasant recollections.

"'In a gray suit,' says he, 'on the southwest corner of Wabash avenue and Lake street. He drops the paper, and I ask how the water is. Oh, my, my, my!' And then he laughs all over for five minutes.

"Sometimes Murkison was serious and tried to talk himself out of his cogitations, whatever they was.

"'Boys,' says he, 'I wouldn't have this to get out in Grassdale for ten times a thousand dollars. It would ruin me there. But I know you all are all right. I think it's the duty of every citizen,' says he, 'to try to do up these robbers that prey upon the public. I'll show 'em whether the water's fine. Five dollars for one—that's what J. Smith offers, and he'll have to keep his contract if he does business with Bill Murkison.'

"We got into Chicago about 7 P.M. Murkison was to meet the gray man at half past 9. We had dinner at a hotel and then went up to Murkison's room to wait for the time to come.

"'Now, boys,' says Murkison, 'let's get our gumption together and inoculate a plan for defeating the enemy. Suppose while I'm exchanging airy bandage with the gray capper you gents come along, by accident, you know, and holler: "Hello, Murk!" and shake hands with symptoms of surprise and familiarity. Then I take the capper aside and tell him you all are Jenkins and Brown of Grassdale, groceries and feed, good men and maybe willing to take a chance while away from home.'

"'"Bring 'em along," he'll say, of course, "if they care to invest." Now, how does that scheme strike you?'

"'What do you say, Jeff?' says Andy, looking at me.

"'Why, I'll tell you what I say,' says I. 'I say let's settle this thing right here now. I don't see any use of wasting any more time.' I took a nickel-plated .38 out of my pocket and clicked the cylinder around a few times.

"'You undevout, sinful, insidious hog,' says I to Murkison, 'get out that two thousand and lay it on the table. Obey with velocity,' says I, 'for otherwise alternatives are impending. I am preferably a man of mildness, but now and then I find myself in the middle of extremities. Such men as you,' I went on after he had laid the money out, 'is what keeps the jails and court houses going. You come up here to rob these men of their money. Does it excuse you?' I asks, 'that they were trying to skin you? No, sir; you was going to rob Peter to stand off Paul. You are ten times worse,' says I, 'than that green goods man. You go to church at home and pretend to be a decent citizen, but you'll come to Chicago and commit larceny from men that have built up a sound and profitable business by dealing with such contemptible scoundrels as you have tried to be today. How do you know,' says I, 'that that green goods man hasn't a large family dependent upon his extortions? It's you supposedly respectable citizens who are always on the lookout to get something for nothing,' says I, 'that support the lotteries and wild-cat mines and stock exchanges and wire tappers of this country. If it wasn't for you they'd go out of business. The green goods man you was going to rob,' says I, 'studied maybe for years to learn his trade. Every turn he makes he risks his money and liberty and maybe his life. You come up here all sanctified and vanoplied with respectability and a pleasing post office address to swindle him. If he gets the money you can squeal to the police. If you get it he hocks the gray suit to buy supper and says nothing. Mr. Tucker and me sized you up,' says I, 'and came along to see that you got what you deserved. Hand over the money,' says I, 'you grass fed hypocrite.'

"I put the two thousand, which was all in $20 bills, in my inside pocket.

"'Now get out your watch,' says I to Murkison. 'No, I don't want it,' says I. 'Lay it on the table and you sit in that chair till it ticks off an hour. Then you can go. If you make any noise or leave any sooner we'll handbill you all over Grassdale. I guess your high position there is worth more than $2,000 to you.'

"Then me and Andy left.

"On the train Andy was a long time silent. Then he says: 'Jeff, do you mind my asking you a question?'

"'Two,' says I, 'or forty.'

"'Was that the idea you had,' says he, 'when we started out with Murkison?'

"'Why, certainly,' says I. 'What else could it have been? Wasn't it yours, too?'

"In about half an hour Andy spoke again. I think there are times when Andy don't exactly understand my system of ethics and moral hygiene.

"'Jeff,' says he, 'some time when you have the leisure I wish you'd draw off a diagram and foot-notes of that conscience of yours. I'd like to have it to refer to occasionally.'"




One Thousand Dollars



"One thousand dollars," repeated Lawyer Tolman, solemnly and severely, "and here is the money."

Young Gillian gave a decidedly amused laugh as he fingered the thin package of new fifty-dollar notes.

"It's such a confoundedly awkward amount," he explained, genially, to the lawyer. "If it had been ten thousand a fellow might wind up with a lot of fireworks and do himself credit. Even fifty dollars would have been less trouble."

"You heard the reading of your uncle's will," continued Lawyer Tolman, professionally dry in his tones. "I do not know if you paid much attention to its details. I must remind you of one. You are required to render to us an account of the manner of expenditure of this $1,000 as soon as you have disposed of it. The will stipulates that. I trust that you will so far comply with the late Mr. Gillian's wishes."

"You may depend upon it," said the young man.% politely, "in spite of the extra expense it will entail. I may have to engage a secretary. I was never good at accounts."

Gillian went to his club. There he hunted out one whom he called Old Bryson.

Old Bryson was calm and forty and sequestered. He was in a corner reading a book, and when he saw Gillian approaching he sighed, laid down his book and took off his glasses.

"Old Bryson, wake up," said Gillian. "I've a funny story to tell you."

"I wish you would tell it to some one in the billiard room," said Old Bryson. "You know how I hate your stories."

"This is a better one than usual," said Gillian, rolling a cigarette; "and I'm glad to tell it to you. It's too sad and funny to go with the rattling of billiard balls. I've just come from my late uncle's firm of legal corsairs. He leaves me an even thousand dollars. Now, what can a man possibly do with a thousand dollars?"

"I thought," said Old Bryson, showing as much interest as a bee shows in a vinegar cruet, "that the late Septimus Gillian was worth something like half a million."

"He was," assented Gillian, joyously, "and that's where the joke comes in. He's left his whole cargo of doubloons to a microbe. That is, part of it goes to the man who invents a new bacillus and the rest to establish a hospital for doing away with it again. There are one or two trifling bequests on the side. The butler and the housekeeper get a seal ring and $10 each. His nephew gets $1,000."

"You've always had plenty of money to spend," observed Old Bryson.

"Tons," said Gillian. "Uncle was the fairy godmother as far as an allowance was concerned."

"Any other heirs?" asked Old Bryson.

"None." Gillian frowned at his cigarette and kicked the upholstered leather of a divan uneasily. "There is a Miss Hayden, a ward of my uncle, who lived in his house. She's a quiet thing—musical—the daughter of somebody who was unlucky enough to be his friend. I forgot to say that she was in on the seal ring and $10 joke, too. I wish I had been. Then I could have had two bottles of brut, tipped the waiter with the ring and had the whole business off my hands. Don't be superior and insulting, Old Bryson—tell me what a fellow can do with a thousand dollars."

Old Bryson rubbed his glasses and smiled. And when Old Bryson smiled, Gillian knew that he intended to be more offensive than ever.

"A thousand dollars," he said, "means much or little. One man may buy a happy home with it and laugh at Rockefeller. Another could send his wife South with it and save her life. A thousand dollars would buy pure milk for one hundred babies during June, July, and August and save fifty of their lives. You could count upon a half hour's diversion with it at faro in one of the fortified art galleries. It would furnish an education to an ambitious boy. I am told that a genuine Corot was secured for that amount in an auction room yesterday. You could move to a New Hampshire town and live respectably two years on it. You could rent Madison Square Garden for one evening with it, and lecture your audience, if you should have one, on the precariousness of the profession of heir presumptive."

"People might like you, Old Bryson," said Gillian, always unruffled, "if you wouldn't moralize. I asked you to tell me what I could do with a thousand dollars."

"You?" said Bryson, with a gentle laugh. "Why, Bobby Gillian, there's only one logical thing you could do. You can go buy Miss Lotta Lauriere a diamond pendant with the money, and then take yourself off to Idaho and inflict your presence upon a ranch. I advise a sheep ranch, as I have a particular dislike for sheep."

"Thanks," said Gillian, rising, "I thought I could depend upon you, Old Bryson. You've hit on the very scheme. I wanted to chuck the money in a lump, for I've got to turn in an account for it, and I hate itemizing."

Gillian phoned for a cab and said to the driver:

"The stage entrance of the Columbine Theatre."

Miss Lotta Lauriere was assisting nature with a powder puff, almost ready for her call at a crowded matinee, when her dresser mentioned the name of Mr. Gillian.

"Let it in," said Miss Lauriere. "Now, what is it, Bobby? I'm going on in two minutes."

"Rabbit-foot your right ear a little," suggested Gillian, critically. "That's better. It won't take two minutes for me. What do you say to a little thing in the pendant line? I can stand three ciphers with a figure one in front of 'em."

"Oh, just as you say," caroled Miss Lauriere. "My right glove, Adams. Say, Bobby, did you see that necklace Della Stacey had on the other night? Twenty-two hundred dollars it cost at Tiffany's. But, of course—pull my sash a little to the left, Adams."

"Miss Lauriere for the opening chorus!" cried the call boy without.

Gillian strolled out to where his cab was waiting.

"What would you do with a thousand dollars if you had it?" he asked the driver.

"Open a s'loon," said the cabby, promptly and huskily. "I know a place I could take money in with both hands. It's a four-story brick on a corner. I've got it figured out. Second story—Chinks and chop suey; third floor—manicures and foreign missions; fourth floor—poolroom. If you was thinking of putting up the cap—"

"Oh, no," said Gillian, "I merely asked from curiosity. I take you by the hour. Drive 'til I tell you to stop."

Eight blocks down Broadway Gillian poked up the trap with his cane and got out. A blind man sat upon a stool on the sidewalk selling pencils. Gillian went out and stood before him.

"Excuse me," he said, "but would you mind telling me what you would do if you had a thousand dollars?"

"You got out of that cab that just drove up, didn't you?" asked the blind man.

"I did," said Gillian.

"I guess you are all right," said the pencil dealer, "to ride in a cab by daylight. Take a look at that, if you like."

He drew a small book from his coat pocket and held it out. Gillian opened it and saw that it was a bank deposit book. It showed a balance of $1,785 to the blind man's credit.

Gillian returned the book and got into the cab.

"I forgot something," he said. "You may drive to the law offices of Tolman & Sharp, at — Broadway."

Lawyer Tolman looked at him hostilely and inquiringly through his gold-rimmed glasses.

"I beg your pardon," said Gillian, cheerfully, "but may I ask you a question? It is not an impertinent one, I hope. Was Miss Hayden left anything by my uncle's will besides the ring and the $10?"

"Nothing," said Mr. Tolman.

"I thank you very much, sir," said Gillian, and on he went to his cab. He gave the driver the address of his late uncle's home.

Miss Hayden was writing letters in the library. She was small and slender and clothed in black. But you would have noticed her eyes. Gillian drifted in with his air of regarding the world as inconsequent.

"I've just come from old Tolman's," he explained. "They've been going over the papers down there. They found a—Gillian searched his memory for a legal term—they found an amendment or a post-script or something to the will. It seemed that the old boy loosened up a little on second thoughts and willed you a thousand dollars. I was driving up this way and Tolman asked me to bring you the money. Here it is. You'd better count it to see if it's right." Gillian laid the money beside her hand on the desk.

Miss Hayden turned white. "Oh!" she said, and again "Oh!"

Gillian half turned and looked out the window.

"I suppose, of course," he said, in a low voice, "that you know I love you."

"I am sorry," said Miss Hayden, taking up her money.

"There is no use?" asked Gillian, almost light-heartedly.

"I am sorry," she said again.

"May I write a note?" asked Gillian, with a smile, He seated himself at the big library table. She supplied him with paper and pen, and then went back to her secretaire.

Gillian made out his account of his expenditure of the thousand dollars in these words:

"Paid by the black sheep, Robert Gillian, $1,000 on account of the eternal happiness, owed by Heaven to the best and dearest woman on earth."

Gillian slipped his writing into an envelope, bowed and went his way.

His cab stopped again at the offices of Tolman & Sharp.

"I have expended the thousand dollars," he said cheerily, to Tolman of the gold glasses, "and I have come to render account of it, as I agreed. There is quite a feeling of summer in the air—do you not think so, Mr. Tolman?" He tossed a white envelope on the lawyer's table. "You will find there a memorandum, sir, of the modus operandi of the vanishing of the dollars."

Without touching the envelope, Mr. Tolman went to a door and called his partner, Sharp. Together they explored the caverns of an immense safe. Forth they dragged, as trophy of their search a big envelope sealed with wax. This they forcibly invaded, and wagged their venerable heads together over its contents. Then Tolman became spokesman.

"Mr. Gillian," he said, formally, "there was a codicil to your uncle's will. It was intrusted to us privately, with instructions that it be not opened until you had furnished us with a full account of your handling of the $1,000 bequest in the will. As you have fulfilled the conditions, my partner and I have read the codicil. I do not wish to encumber your understanding with its legal phraseology, but I will acquaint you with the spirit of its contents.

"In the event that your disposition of the $1,000 demonstrates that you possess any of the qualifications that deserve reward, much benefit will accrue to you. Mr. Sharp and I are named as the judges, and I assure you that we will do our duty strictly according to justice—with liberality. We are not at all unfavorably disposed toward you, Mr. Gillian. But let us return to the letter of the codicil. If your disposal of the money in question has been prudent, wise, or unselfish, it is in our power to hand you over bonds to the value of $50,000, which have been placed in our hands for that purpose. But if—as our client, the late Mr. Gillian, explicitly provides—you have used this money as you have money in the past, I quote the late Mr. Gillian—in reprehensible dissipation among disreputable associates—the $50,000 is to be paid to Miriam Hayden, ward of the late Mr. Gillian, without delay. Now, Mr. Gillian, Mr. Sharp and I will examine your account in regard to the $1,000. You submit it in writing, I believe. I hope you will repose confidence in our decision."

Mr. Tolman reached for the envelope. Gillian was a little the quicker in taking it up. He tore the account and its cover leisurely into strips and dropped them into his pocket.

"It's all right," he said, smilingly. "There isn't a bit of need to bother you with this. I don't suppose you'd understand these itemized bets, anyway. I lost the thousand dollars on the races. Good-day to you, gentlemen."

Tolman & Sharp shook their heads mournfully at each other when Gillian left, for they heard him whistling gayly in the hallway as he waited for the elevator.




The Cop and the Anthem



On his bench in Madison Square Soapy moved uneasily. When wild geese honk high of nights, and when women without sealskin coats grow kind to their husbands, and when Soapy moves uneasily on his bench in the park, you may know that winter is near at hand.

A dead leaf fell in Soapy's lap. That was Jack Frost's card. Jack is kind to the regular denizens of Madison Square, and gives fair warning of his annual call. At the corners of four streets he hands his pasteboard to the North Wind, footman of the mansion of All Outdoors, so that the inhabitants thereof may make ready.

Soapy's mind became cognizant of the fact that the time had come for him to resolve himself into a singular Committee of Ways and Means to provide against the coming rigor. And therefore he moved uneasily on his bench.

The winter ambitions of Soapy were not of the highest. In them there were no considerations of Mediterranean cruises, of soporific Southern skies drifting in the Vesuvian Bay. Three months on the Island was what his soul craved. Three months of assured board and bed and congenial company, safe from Boreas and bluecoats, seemed to Soapy the essence of things desirable.

For years the hospitable Blackwell's had been his winter quarters. Just as his more fortunate fellow New Yorkers had bought their tickets to Palm Beach and the Riviera each winter, so Soapy had made his humble arrangements for his annual hegira to the Island. And now the time was come. On the previous night three Sabbath newspapers, distributed beneath his coat, about his ankles and over his lap, had failed to repulse the cold as he slept on his bench near the spurting fountain in the ancient square. So the Island loomed big and timely in Soapy's mind. He scorned the provisions made in the name of charity for the city's dependents. In Soapy's opinion the Law was more benign than Philanthropy. There was an endless round of institutions, municipal and eleemosynary, on which he might set out and receive lodging and food accordant with the simple life. But to one of Soapy's proud spirit the gifts of charity are encumbered. If not in coin you must pay in humiliation of spirit for every benefit received at the hands of philanthropy. As Caesar had his Brutus, every bed of charity must have its toll of a bath, every loaf of bread its compensation of a private and personal inquisition. Wherefore it is better to be a guest of the law, which though conducted by rules, does not meddle unduly with a gentleman's private affairs.

Soapy, having decided to go to the Island, at once set about accomplishing his desire. There were many easy ways of doing this. The pleasantest was to dine luxuriously at some expensive restaurant; and then, after declaring insolvency, be handed over quietly and without uproar to a policeman. An accommodating magistrate would do the rest.

Soapy left his bench and strolled out of the square and across the level sea of asphalt, where Broadway and Fifth Avenue flow together. Up Broadway he turned, and halted at a glittering cafe, where are gathered together nightly the choicest products of the grape, the silkworm and the protoplasm.

Soapy had confidence in himself from the lowest button of his vest upward. He was shaven, and his coat was decent and his neat black, ready-tied four-in-hand had been presented to him by a lady missionary on Thanksgiving Day. If he could reach a table in the restaurant unsuspected success would be his. The portion of him that would show above the table would raise no doubt in the waiter's mind. A roasted mallard duck, thought Soapy, would be about the thing—with a bottle of Chablis, and then Camembert, a demi-tasse and a cigar. One dollar for the cigar would be enough. The total would not be so high as to call forth any supreme manifestation of revenge from the cafe management; and yet the meat would leave him filled and happy for the journey to his winter refuge.

But as Soapy set foot inside the restaurant door the head waiter's eye fell upon his frayed trousers and decadent shoes. Strong and ready hands turned him about and conveyed him in silence and haste to the sidewalk and averted the ignoble fate of the menaced mallard.

Soapy turned off Broadway. It seemed that his route to the coveted island was not to be an epicurean one. Some other way of entering limbo must be thought of.

At a corner of Sixth Avenue electric lights and cunningly displayed wares behind plate-glass made a shop window conspicuous. Soapy took a cobblestone and dashed it through the glass. People came running around the corner, a policeman in the lead. Soapy stood still, with his hands in his pockets, and smiled at the sight of brass buttons.

"Where's the man that done that?" inquired the officer excitedly.

"Don't you figure out that I might have had something to do with it?" said Soapy, not without sarcasm, but friendly, as one greets good fortune.

The policeman's mind refused to accept Soapy even as a clue. Men who smash windows do not remain to parley with the law's minions. They take to their heels. The policeman saw a man half way down the block running to catch a car. With drawn club he joined in the pursuit. Soapy, with disgust in his heart, loafed along, twice unsuccessful.

On the opposite side of the street was a restaurant of no great pretensions. It catered to large appetites and modest purses. Its crockery and atmosphere were thick; its soup and napery thin. Into this place Soapy took his accusive shoes and telltale trousers without challenge. At a table he sat and consumed beefsteak, flapjacks, doughnuts and pie. And then to the waiter be betrayed the fact that the minutest coin and himself were strangers.

"Now, get busy and call a cop," said Soapy. "And don't keep a gentleman waiting."

"No cop for youse," said the waiter, with a voice like butter cakes and an eye like the cherry in a Manhattan cocktail. "Hey, Con!"

Neatly upon his left ear on the callous pavement two waiters pitched Soapy. He arose, joint by joint, as a carpenter's rule opens, and beat the dust from his clothes. Arrest seemed but a rosy dream. The Island seemed very far away. A policeman who stood before a drug store two doors away laughed and walked down the street.

Five blocks Soapy traveled before his courage permitted him to woo capture again. This time the opportunity presented what he fatuously termed to himself a "cinch." A young woman of a modest and pleasing guise was standing before a show window gazing with sprightly interest at its display of shaving mugs and inkstands, and two yards from the window a large policeman of severe demeanor leaned against a water plug.

It was Soapy's design to assume the role of the despicable and execrated "masher." The refined and elegant appearance of his victim and the contiguity of the conscientious cop encouraged him to believe that he would soon feel the pleasant official clutch upon his arm that would insure his winter quarters on the right little, tight little isle.

Soapy straightened the lady missionary's readymade tie, dragged his shrinking cuffs into the open, set his hat at a killing cant and sidled toward the young woman. He made eyes at her, was taken with sudden coughs and "hems", smiled, smirked and went brazenly through the impudent and contemptible litany of the "masher". With half an eye Soapy saw that the policeman was watching him fixedly. The young woman moved away a few steps, and again bestowed her absorbed attention upon the shaving mugs. Soapy followed, boldly stepping to her side, raised his hat and said:

"Ah there, Bedelia! Don't you want to come and play in my yard?"

The policeman was still looking. The persecuted young woman had but to beckon a finger and Soapy would be practically en route for his insular haven. Already he imagined he could feel the cozy warmth of the station-house. The young woman faced him and, stretching out a hand, caught Soapy's coat sleeve.

"Sure, Mike," she said joyfully, "if you'll blow me to a pail of suds. I'd have spoke to you sooner, but the cop was watching."

With the young woman playing the clinging ivy to his oak Soapy walked past the policeman overcome with gloom. He seemed doomed to liberty.

At the next corner he shook off his companion and ran. He halted in the district where by night are found the lightest streets, hearts, vows and librettos.

Women in furs and men in greatcoats moved gaily in the wintry air. A sudden fear seized Soapy that some dreadful enchantment had rendered him immune to arrest. The thought brought a little of panic upon it, and when he came upon another policeman lounging grandly in front of a transplendent theatre he caught at the immediate straw of "disorderly conduct."

On the sidewalk Soapy began to yell drunken gibberish at the top of his harsh voice. He danced, howled, raved and otherwise disturbed the welkin.

The policeman twirled his club, turned his back to Soapy and remarked to a citizen.

"'Tis one of them Yale lads celebratin' the goose egg they give to the Hartford College. Noisy; but no harm. We've instructions to lave them be."

Disconsolate, Soapy ceased his unavailing racket. Would never a policeman lay hands on him? In his fancy the Island seemed an unattainable Arcadia. He buttoned his thin coat against the chilling wind.

In a cigar store he saw a well-dressed man lighting a cigar at a swinging light. His silk umbrella he had set by the door on entering. Soapy stepped inside, secured the umbrella and sauntered off with it slowly. The man at the cigar light followed hastily.

"My umbrella," he said, sternly.

"Oh, is it?" sneered Soapy, adding insult to petit larceny. "Well, why don't you call a policeman? I took it. Your umbrella! Why don't you call a cop? There stands one on the corner."

The umbrella owner slowed his steps. Soapy did likewise, with a presentiment that luck would again run against him. The policeman looked at the two curiously.

"Of course," said the umbrella man—"that is—well, you know how these mistakes occur—I—if it's your umbrella I hope you'll excuse me—I picked it up this morning in a restaurant—If you recognize it as yours, why—I hope you'll—"

"Of course it's mine," said Soapy, viciously.

The ex-umbrella man retreated. The policeman hurried to assist a tall blonde in an opera cloak across the street in front of a street car that was approaching two blocks away.

Soapy walked eastward through a street damaged by improvements. He hurled the umbrella wrathfully into an excavation. He muttered against the men who wear helmets and carry clubs. Because he wanted to fall into their clutches, they seemed to regard him as a king who could do no wrong.

At length Soapy reached one of the avenues to the east where the glitter and turmoil was but faint. He set his face down this toward Madison Square, for the homing instinct survives even when the home is a park bench.

But on an unusually quiet corner Soapy came to a standstill. Here was an old church, quaint and rambling and gabled. Through one violet-stained window a soft light glowed, where, no doubt, the organist loitered over the keys, making sure of his mastery of the coming Sabbath anthem. For there drifted out to Soapy's ears sweet music that caught and held him transfixed against the convolutions of the iron fence.

The moon was above, lustrous and serene; vehicles and pedestrians were few; sparrows twittered sleepily in the eaves—for a little while the scene might have been a country churchyard. And the anthem that the organist played cemented Soapy to the iron fence, for he had known it well in the days when his life contained such things as mothers and roses and ambitions and friends and immaculate thoughts and collars.

The conjunction of Soapy's receptive state of mind and the influences about the old church wrought a sudden and wonderful change in his soul. He viewed with swift horror the pit into which he had tumbled, the degraded days, unworthy desires, dead hopes, wrecked faculties and base motives that made up his existence.

And also in a moment his heart responded thrillingly to this novel mood. An instantaneous and strong impulse moved him to battle with his desperate fate. He would pull himself out of the mire; he would make a man of himself again; he would conquer the evil that had taken possession of him. There was time; he was comparatively young yet; he would resurrect his old eager ambitions and pursue them without faltering. Those solemn but sweet organ notes had set up a revolution in him. Tomorrow he would go into the roaring downtown district and find work. A fur importer had once offered him a place as driver. He would find him tomorrow and ask for the position. He would be somebody in the world. He would—

Soapy felt a hand laid on his arm. He looked quickly around into the broad face of a policeman.

"What are you doin' here?" asked the officer.

"Nothin'," said Soapy.

"Then come along," said the policeman.

"Three months on the Island," said the Magistrate in the Police Court the next morning.




A Service of Love



When one loves one's Art no service seems too hard.

That is our premise. This story shall draw a conclusion from it, and show at the same time that the premise is incorrect. That will be a new thing in logic, and a feat in story-telling somewhat older than the great wall of China.

Joe Larrabee came out of the post-oak flats of the Middle West pulsing with a genius for pictorial art. At six he drew a picture of the town pump with a prominent citizen passing it hastily. This effort was framed and hung in the drug store window by the side of the ear of corn with an uneven number of rows. At twenty he left for New York with a flowing necktie and a capital tied up somewhat closer.

Delia Caruthers did things in six octaves so promisingly in a pine-tree village in the South that her relatives chipped in enough in her chip hat for her to go "North" and "finish." They could not see her f—, but that is our story.

Joe and Delia met in an atelier where a number of art and music students had gathered to discuss chiaroscuro, Wagner, music, Rembrandt's works, pictures, Waldteufel, wall paper, Chopin and Oolong.

Joe and Delia became enamored one of the other, or each of the other, as you please, and in a short time were married—for (see above), when one loves one's Art no service seems too hard.

Mr. and Mrs. Larrabee began housekeeping in a flat. It was a lonesome flat—something like the A sharp way down at the left-hand end of the keyboard. And they were happy; for they had their Art, and they had each other. And my advice to the rich young man would be—sell all thou hast, and give it to the poor—janitor for the privilege of living in a flat with your Art and your Delia.

Flat-dwellers shall indorse my dictum that theirs is the only true happiness. If a home is happy it cannot fit too close—let the dresser collapse and become a billiard table; let the mantel turn to a rowing machine, the escritoire to a spare bedchamber, the washstand to an upright piano; let the four walls come together, if they will, so you and your Delia are between. But if home be the other kind, let it be wide and long—enter you at the Golden Gate, hang your hat on Hatteras, your cape on Cape Horn and go out by the Labrador.

Joe was painting in the class of the great Magister—you know his fame. His fees are high; his lessons are light—his high-lights have brought him renown. Delia was studying under Rosenstock—you know his repute as a disturber of the piano keys.

They were mighty happy as long as their money lasted. So is every— but I will not be cynical. Their aims were very clear and defined. Joe was to become capable very soon of turning out pictures that old gentlemen with thin side-whiskers and thick pocketbooks would sandbag one another in his studio for the privilege of buying. Delia was to become familiar and then contemptuous with Music, so that when she saw the orchestra seats and boxes unsold she could have sore throat and lobster in a private dining-room and refuse to go on the stage.

But the best, in my opinion, was the home life in the little flat— the ardent, voluble chats after the day's study; the cozy dinners and fresh, light breakfasts; the interchange of ambitions—ambitions interwoven each with the other's or else inconsiderable—the mutual help and inspiration; and—overlook my artlessness—stuffed olives and cheese sandwiches at 11 p.m.

But after a while Art flagged. It sometimes does, even if some switchman doesn't flag it. Everything going out and nothing coming in, as the vulgarians say. Money was lacking to pay Mr. Magister and Herr Rosenstock their prices. When one loves one's Art no service seems too hard. So, Delia said she must give music lessons to keep the chafing dish bubbling.

For two or three days she went out canvassing for pupils. One evening she came home elated.

"Joe, dear," she said, gleefully, "I've a pupil. And, oh, the loveliest people! General—General A. B. Pinkney's daughter—on Seventy-first street. Such a splendid house, Joe—you ought to see the front door! Byzantine I think you would call it. And inside! Oh, Joe, I never saw anything like it before.

"My pupil is his daughter Clementina. I dearly love her already. She's a delicate thing-dresses always in white; and the sweetest, simplest manners! Only eighteen years old. I'm to give three lessons a week; and, just think, Joe! $5 a lesson. I don't mind it a bit; for when I get two or three more pupils I can resume my lessons with Herr Rosenstock. Now, smooth out that wrinkle between your brows, dear, and let's have a nice supper."

"That's all right for you, Dele," said Joe, attacking a can of peas with a carving knife and a hatchet, "but how about me? Do you think I'm going to let you hustle for wages while I philander in the regions of high art? Not by the bones of Benvenuto Cellini! I guess I can sell papers or lay cobblestones, and bring in a dollar or two."

Delia came and hung about his neck.

"Joe, dear, you are silly. You must keep on at your studies. It is not as if I had quit my music and gone to work at something else. While I teach I learn. I am always with my music. And we can live as happily as millionaires on $15 a week. You mustn't think of leaving Mr. Magister."

"All right," said Joe, reaching for the blue scalloped vegetable dish. "But I hate for you to be giving lessons. It isn't Art. But you're a trump and a dear to do it."

"When one loves one's Art no service seems too hard," said Delia.

"Magister praised the sky in that sketch I made in the park," said Joe. "And Tinkle gave me permission to hang two of them in his window. I may sell one if the right kind of a moneyed idiot sees them."

"I'm sure you will," said Delia, sweetly. "And now let's be thankful for Gen. Pinkney and this veal roast."

During all of the next week the Larrabees had an early breakfast. Joe was enthusiastic about some morning-effect sketches he was doing in Central Park, and Delia packed him off breakfasted, coddled, praised and kissed at 7 o'clock. Art is an engaging mistress. It was most times 7 o'clock when he returned in the evening.

At the end of the week Delia, sweetly proud but languid, triumphantly tossed three five-dollar bills on the 8×10 (inches) centre table of the 8×10 (feet) flat parlor.

"Sometimes," she said, a little wearily, "Clementina tries me. I'm afraid she doesn't practice enough, and I have to tell her the same things so often. And then she always dresses entirely in white, and that does get monotonous. But Gen. Pinkney is the dearest old man! I wish you could know him, Joe. He comes in sometimes when I am with Clementina at the piano—he is a widower, you know—and stands there pulling his white goatee. 'And how are the semiquavers and the demisemiquavers progressing?' he always asks.

"I wish you could see the wainscoting in that drawing-room, Joe! And those Astrakhan rug portieres. And Clementina has such a funny little cough. I hope she is stronger than she looks. Oh, I really am getting attached to her, she is so gentle and high bred. Gen. Pinkney's brother was once Minister to Bolivia."

And then Joe, with the air of a Monte Cristo, drew forth a ten, a five, a two and a one—all legal tender notes—and laid them beside Delia's earnings.

"Sold that watercolor of the obelisk to a man from Peoria," he announced overwhelmingly.

"Don't joke with me," said Delia, "not from Peoria!"

"All the way. I wish you could see him, Dele. Fat man with a woolen muffler and a quill toothpick. He saw the sketch in Tinkle's window and thought it was a windmill at first, he was game, though, and bought it anyhow. He ordered another—an oil sketch of the Lackawanna freight depot—to take back with him. Music lessons! Oh, I guess Art is still in it."

"I'm so glad you've kept on," said Delia, heartily. "You're bound to win, dear. Thirty-three dollars! We never had so much to spend before. We'll have oysters tonight."

"And filet mignon with champignons," said Joe. "Where is the olive fork?"

On the next Saturday evening Joe reached home first. He spread his $18 on the parlor table and washed what seemed to be a great deal of dark paint from his hands.

Half an hour later Delia arrived, her right hand tied up in a shapeless bundle of wraps and bandages.

"How is this?" asked Joe after the usual greetings. Delia laughed, but not very joyously.

"Clementina," she explained, "insisted upon a Welsh rabbit after her lesson. She is such a queer girl. Welsh rabbits at 5 in the afternoon. The General was there. You should have seen him run for the chafing dish, Joe, just as if there wasn't a servant in the house. I know Clementina isn't in good health; she is so nervous. In serving the rabbit she spilled a great lot of it, boiling hot, over my hand and wrist. It hurt awfully, Joe. And the dear girl was so sorry! But Gen. Pinkney!—Joe, that old man nearly went distracted. He rushed downstairs and sent somebody—they said the furnace man or somebody in the basement—out to a drug store for some oil and things to bind it up with. It doesn't hurt so much now."

"What's this?" asked Joe, taking the hand tenderly and pulling at some white strands beneath the bandages.

"It's something soft," said Delia, "that had oil on it. Oh, Joe, did you sell another sketch?" She had seen the money on the table.

"Did I?" said Joe; "just ask the man from Peoria. He got his depot today, and he isn't sure but he thinks he wants another parkscape and a view on the Hudson. What time this afternoon did you burn your hand, Dele?"

"Five o'clock, I think," said Dele, plaintively. "The iron—I mean the rabbit came off the fire about that time. You ought to have seen Gen. Pinkney, Joe, when—"

"Sit down here a moment, Dele," said Joe. He drew her to the couch, sat beside her and put his arm across her shoulders.

"What have you been doing for the last two weeks, Dele?" he asked.

She braved it for a moment or two with an eye full of love and stubbornness, and murmured a phrase or two vaguely of Gen. Pinkney; but at length down went her head and out came the truth and tears.

"I couldn't get any pupils," she confessed. "And I couldn't bear to have you give up your lessons; and I got a place ironing shirts in that big Twenty-fourth street laundry. And I think I did very well to make up both General Pinkney and Clementina, don't you, Joe? And when a girl in the laundry set down a hot iron on my hand this afternoon I was all the way home making up that story about the Welsh rabbit. You're not angry, are you, Joe? And if I hadn't got the work you mightn't have sold your sketches to that man from Peoria.

"He wasn't from Peoria," said Joe, slowly.

"Well, it doesn't matter where he was from. How clever you are, Joe —and—kiss me, Joe—and what made you ever suspect that I wasn't giving music lessons to Clementina?"

"I didn't," said Joe, "until tonight. And I wouldn't have then, only I sent up this cotton waste and oil from the engine-room this afternoon for a girl upstairs who had her hand burned with a smoothing-iron. I've been firing the engine in that laundry for the last two weeks."

"And then you didn't—"

"My purchaser from Peoria," said Joe, "and Gen. Pinkney are both creations of the same art—but you wouldn't call it either painting or music."

And then they both laughed, and Joe began:

"When one loves one's Art no service seems—"

But Delia stopped him with her hand on his lips. "No," she said— "just 'When one loves.'"




The Count and the Wedding Guest



One evening when Andy Donovan went to dinner at his Second Avenue boarding-house, Mrs. Scott introduced him to a new boarder, a young lady, Miss Conway. Miss Conway was small and unobtrusive. She wore a plain, snuffy-brown dress, and bestowed her interest, which seemed languid, upon her plate. She lifted her diffident eyelids and shot one perspicuous, judicial glance at Mr. Donovan, politely murmured his name, and returned to her mutton. Mr. Donovan bowed with the grace and beaming smile that were rapidly winning for him social, business and political advancement, and erased the snuffy-brown one from the tablets of his consideration.

Two weeks later Andy was sitting on the front steps enjoying his cigar. There was a soft rustle behind and above him, and Andy turned his head—-and had his head turned.

Just coming out the door was Miss Conway. She wore a night-black dress of crepe de—crepe de—oh, this thin black goods. Her hat was black, and from it drooped and fluttered an ebon veil, filmy as a spider's web. She stood on the top step and drew on black silk gloves. Not a speck of white or a spot of color about her dress anywhere. Her rich golden hair was drawn, with scarcely a ripple, into a shining, smooth knot low on her neck. Her face was plain rather than pretty, but it was now illuminated and made almost beautiful by her large gray eyes that gazed above the houses across the street into the sky with an expression of the most appealing sadness and melancholy.

Gather the idea, girls—all black, you know, with the preference for crepe de—oh, crepe de Chine—that's it. All black, and that sad, faraway look, and the hair shining under the black veil (you have to be a blonde, of course), and try to look as if, although your young life had been blighted just as it was about to give a hop-skip-and-a-jump over the threshold of life, a walk in the park might do you good, and be sure to happen out the door at the right moment, and— oh, it'll fetch 'em every time. But it's fierce, now, how cynical I am, ain't it?—to talk about mourning costumes this way.

Mr. Donovan suddenly reinscribed Miss Conway upon the tablets of his consideration. He threw away the remaining inch-and-a-quarter of his cigar, that would have been good for eight minutes yet, and quickly shifted his center of gravity to his low cut patent leathers.

"It's a fine, clear evening, Miss Conway," he said; and if the Weather Bureau could have heard the confident emphasis of his tones it would have hoisted the square white signal, and nailed it to the mast.

"To them that has the heart to enjoy it, it is, Mr. Donovan," said Miss Conway, with a sigh.

Mr. Donovan, in his heart, cursed fair weather. Heartless weather! It should hail and blow and snow to be consonant with the mood of Miss Conway.

"I hope none of your relatives—I hope you haven't sustained a loss?" ventured Mr. Donovan.

"Death has claimed," said Miss Conway, hesitating—"not a relative, but one who—but I will not intrude my brief upon you, Mr. Donovan."

"Intrude?" protested Mr. Donovan. "Why, say, Miss Conway, I'd be delighted, that is, I'd be sorry—I mean I'm sure nobody could sympathize with you truer than I would."

Miss Conway smiled a little smile. And oh, it was sadder than her expression in repose.

"'Laugh, and the world laughs with you; weep, and they give you the laugh,'" she quoted. "I have learned that, Mr. Donovan. I have no friends or acquaintances in this city. But you have been kind to me. I appreciate it highly."

He had passed her the pepper twice at the table.

"It's tough to be alone in New York—that's a cinch," said Mr. Donovan. "But, say—whenever this little old town does loosen up and get friendly it goes the limit. Say you took a little stroll in the park, Miss Conway—don't you think it might chase away some of your mull grubs? And if you'd allow me—"

"Thanks, Mr. Donovan. I'd be pleased to accept of your escort if you think the company of one whose heart is filled with gloom could be anyways agreeable to you."

Through the open gates of the iron-railed, old, downtown park, where the elect once took the air, they strolled, and found a quiet bench.

There is this difference between the grief of youth and that of old age: youth's burden is lightened by as much of it as another shares; old age may give and give, but the sorrow remains the same.

"He was my fiancé," confided Miss Conway, at the end of an hour. "We were going to be married next spring. I don't want you to think that I am stringing you, Mr. Donovan, but he was a real Count. He had an estate and a castle in Italy. Count Fernando Mazzini was his name. I never saw the beat of him for elegance. Papa objected, of course, and once we eloped, but papa overtook us, and took us back. I thought sure papa and Fernando would fight a duel. Papa has a livery business—in P'kipsee, you know."

"Finally, papa came 'round, all right, and said we might be married next spring. Fernando showed him proofs of his title and wealth, and then went over to Italy to get the castle fixed up for us. Papa's very proud, and when Fernando wanted to give me several thousand dollars for my trousseau he called him down something awful. He wouldn't even let me take a ring or any presents from him. And when Fernando sailed I came to the city and got a position as cashier in a candy store."

"Three days ago I got a letter from Italy, forwarded from P'kipsee, saying that Fernando had been killed in a gondola accident."

"That is why I am in mourning. My heart, Mr. Donovan, will remain forever in his grave. I guess I am poor company, Mr. Donovan, but I cannot take any interest in no one. I should not care to keep you from gayety and your friends who can smile and entertain you. Perhaps you would prefer to walk back to the house?"

Now, girls, if you want to observe a young man hustle out after a pick and shovel, just tell him that your heart is in some other fellow's grave. Young men are grave-robbers by nature. Ask any widow. Something must be done to restore that missing organ to weeping angels in crepe de Chine. Dead men certainly get the worst of it from all sides.

"I'm awfully sorry," said Mr. Donovan, gently. "No, we won't walk back to the house just yet. And don't say you haven't no friends in this city, Miss Conway. I'm awful sorry, and I want you to believe I'm your friend, and that I'm awful sorry."

"I've got his picture here in my locket," said Miss Conway, after wiping her eyes with her handkerchief. "I never showed it to anybody; but I will to you, Mr. Donovan, because I believe you to be a true friend."

Mr. Donovan gazed long and with much interest at the photograph in the locket that Miss Conway opened for him. The face of Count Mazzini was one to command interest. It was a smooth, intelligent, bright, almost a handsome face—the face of a strong, cheerful man who might well be a leader among his fellows.

"I have a larger one, framed, in my room," said Miss Conway. "When we return I will show you that. They are all I have to remind me of Fernando. But he ever will be present in my heart, that's a sure thing."

A subtle task confronted Mr. Donovan,—that of supplanting the unfortunate Count in the heart of Miss Conway. This his admiration for her determined him to do. But the magnitude or the undertaking did not seem to weigh upon his spirits. The sympathetic but cheerful friend was the role he essayed; and he played it so successfully that the next half-hour found them conversing pensively across two plates of ice-cream, though yet there was no diminution of the sadness in Miss Conway's large gray eyes.

Before they parted in the hall that evening she ran upstairs and brought down the framed photograph wrapped lovingly in a white silk scarf. Mr. Donovan surveyed it with inscrutable eyes.

"He gave me this the night he left for Italy," said Miss Conway. "I had the one for the locket made from this."

"A fine-looking man," said Mr. Donovan, heartily. "How would it suit you, Miss Conway, to give me the pleasure of your company to Coney next Sunday afternoon?"

A month later they announced their engagement to Mrs. Scott and the other boarders. Miss Conway continued to wear black.

A week after the announcement the two sat on the same bench in the downtown park, while the fluttering leaves of the trees made a dim kinetoscopic picture of them in the moonlight. But Donovan had worn a look of abstracted gloom all day. He was so silent tonight that love's lips could not keep back any longer the questions that love's heart propounded.

"What's the matter, Andy, you are so solemn and grouchy tonight?"

"Nothing, Maggie."

"I know better. Can't I tell? You never acted this way before. What is it?"

"It's nothing much, Maggie."

"Yes it is; and I want to know. I'll bet it's some other girl you are thinking about. All right. Why don't you go get her if you want her? Take your arm away, if you please."

"I'll tell you then," said Andy, wisely, "but I guess you won't understand it exactly. You've heard of Mike Sullivan, haven't you? 'Big Mike' Sullivan, everybody calls him."

"No, I haven't," said Maggie. "And I don't want to, if he makes you act like this. Who is he?"

"He's the biggest man in New York," said Andy, almost reverently. "He can about do anything he wants to with Tammany or any other old thing in the political line. He's a mile high and as broad as East River. You say anything against Big Mike, and you'll have a million men on your collarbone in about two seconds. Why, he made a visit over to the old country awhile back, and the kings took to their holes like rabbits."

"Well, Big Mike's a friend of mine. I ain't more than deuce-high in the district as far as influence goes, but Mike's as good a friend to a little man, or a poor man as he is to a big one. I met him today on the Bowery, and what do you think he does? Comes up and shakes hands. 'Andy,' says he, 'I've been keeping cases on you. You've been putting in some good licks over on your side of the street, and I'm proud of you. What'll you take to drink?" He takes a cigar, and I take a highball. I told him I was going to get married in two weeks. 'Andy,' says he, 'send me an invitation, so I'll keep in mind of it, and I'll come to the wedding.' That's what Big Mike says to me; and he always does what he says.

"You don't understand it, Maggie, but I'd have one of my hands cut off to have Big Mike Sullivan at our wedding. It would be the proudest day of my life. When he goes to a man's wedding, there's a guy being married that's made for life. Now, that's why I'm maybe looking sore tonight."

"Why don't you invite him, then, if he's so much to the mustard?" said Maggie, lightly.

"There's a reason why I can't," said Andy, sadly. "There's a reason why he mustn't be there. Don't ask me what it is, for I can't tell you."

"Oh, I don't care," said Maggie. "It's something about politics, of course. But it's no reason why you can't smile at me."

"Maggie," said Andy, presently, "do you think as much of me as you did of your—as you did of the Count Mazzini?"

He waited a long time, but Maggie did not reply. And then, suddenly she leaned against his shoulder and began to cry—to cry and shake with sobs, holding his arm tightly, and wetting the crepe de Chine with tears.

"There, there, there!" soothed Andy, putting aside his own trouble. "And what is it, now?"

"Andy," sobbed Maggie. "I've lied to you, and you'll never marry me, or love me any more. But I feel that I've got to tell. Andy, there never was so much as the little finger of a count. I never had a beau in my life. But all the other girls had; and they talked about 'em; and that seemed to make the fellows like 'em more. And, Andy, I look swell in black—you know I do. So I went out to a photograph store and bought that picture, and had a little one made for my locket, and made up all that story about the Count, and about his being killed, so I could wear black. And nobody can love a liar, and you'll shake me, Andy, and I'll die for shame. Oh, there never was anybody I liked but you—and that's all."

But instead of being pushed away, she found Andy's arm folding her closer. She looked up and saw his face cleared and smiling.

"Could you—could you forgive me, Andy?"

"Sure," said Andy. "It's all right about that. Back to the cemetery for the Count. You've straightened everything out, Maggie. I was in hopes you would before the wedding-day. Bully girl!"

"Andy," said Maggie, with a somewhat shy smile, after she had been thoroughly assured of forgiveness, "did you believe all that story about the Count?"

"Well, not to any large extent," said Andy, reaching for his cigar case, "because it's Big Mike Sullivan's picture you've got in that locket of yours."




A Cosmopolite in a Cafe



At midnight the cafe was crowded. By some chance the little table at which I sat had escaped the eye of incomers, and two vacant chairs at it extended their arms with venal hospitality to the influx of patrons.

And then a cosmopolite sat in one of them, and I was glad, for I held a theory that since Adam no true citizen of the world has existed. We hear of them, and we see foreign labels on much luggage, but we find travelers instead of cosmopolites.

I invoke your consideration of the scene—the marble-topped tables, the range of leather-upholstered wall seats, the gay company, the ladies dressed in demi-state toilets, speaking in an exquisite visible chorus of taste, economy, opulence or art; the sedulous and largess-loving garcons, the music wisely catering to all with its raids upon the composers; the mélange of talk and laughter—and, if you will, the Wurzburger in the tall glass cones that bend to your lips as a ripe cherry sways on its branch to the beak of a robber jay. I was told by a sculptor from Mauch Chunk that the scene was truly Parisian.

My cosmopolite was named E. Rushmore Coglan, and he will be heard from next summer at Coney Island. He is to establish a new "attraction" there, he informed me, offering kingly diversion. And then his conversation rang along parallels of latitude and longitude. He took the great, round world in his hand, so to speak, familiarly, contemptuously, and it seemed no larger than the seed of a Maraschino cherry in a table d'hote grape fruit. He spoke disrespectfully of the equator, he skipped from continent to continent, he derided the zones, he mopped up the high seas with his napkin. With a wave of his hand he would speak of a certain bazaar in Hyderabad. Whiff! He would have you on skis in Lapland. Zip! Now you rode the breakers with the Kanakas at Kealaikahiki. Presto! He dragged you through an Arkansas post-oak swamp, let you dry for a moment on the alkali plains of his Idaho ranch, then whirled you into the society of Viennese archdukes. Anon he would be telling you of a cold he acquired in a Chicago lake breeze and how old Escamilla cured it in Buenos Ayres with a hot infusion of the chuchula weed. You would have addressed a letter to "E. Rushmore Coglan, Esq., the Earth, Solar System, the Universe," and have mailed it, feeling confident that it would be delivered to him.

I was sure that I had found at last the one true cosmopolite since Adam, and I listened to his worldwide discourse fearful lest I should discover in it the local note of the mere globe-trotter. But his opinions never fluttered or drooped; he was as impartial to cities, countries and continents as the winds or gravitation. And as E. Rushmore Coglan prattled of this little planet I thought with glee of a great almost-cosmopolite who wrote for the whole world and dedicated himself to Bombay. In a poem he has to say that there is pride and rivalry between the cities of the earth, and that "the men that breed from them, they traffic up and down, but cling to their cities' hem as a child to the mother's gown." And whenever they walk "by roaring streets unknown" they remember their native city "most faithful, foolish, fond; making her mere-breathed name their bond upon their bond." And my glee was roused because I had caught Mr. Kipling napping. Here I had found a man not made from dust; one who had no narrow boasts of birthplace or country, one who, if he bragged at all, would brag of his whole round globe against the Martians and the inhabitants of the Moon.

Expression on these subjects was precipitated from E. Rushmore Coglan by the third corner to our table. While Coglan was describing to me the topography along the Siberian Railway the orchestra glided into a medley. The concluding air was "Dixie," and as the exhilarating notes tumbled forth they were almost overpowered by a great clapping of hands from almost every table.

It is worth a paragraph to say that this remarkable scene can be witnessed every evening in numerous cafes in the City of New York. Tons of brew have been consumed over theories to account for it. Some have conjectured hastily that all Southerners in town hie themselves to cafes at nightfall. This applause of the "rebel" air in a Northern city does puzzle a little; but it is not insolvable. The war with Spain, many years' generous mint and watermelon crops, a few long-shot winners at the New Orleans race-track, and the brilliant banquets given by the Indiana and Kansas citizens who compose the North Carolina Society have made the South rather a "fad" in Manhattan. Your manicure will lisp softly that your left forefinger reminds her so much of a gentleman's in Richmond, Va. Oh, certainly; but many a lady has to work now—the war, you know.

When "Dixie" was being played a dark-haired young man sprang up from somewhere with a Mosby guerrilla yell and waved frantically his soft-brimmed hat. Then he strayed through the smoke, dropped into the vacant chair at our table and pulled out cigarettes.

The evening was at the period when reserve is thawed. One of us mentioned three Wurzburgers to the waiter; the dark-haired young man acknowledged his inclusion in the order by a smile and a nod. I hastened to ask him a question because I wanted to try out a theory I had.

"Would you mind telling me," I began, "whether you are from—"

The fist of E. Rushmore Coglan banged the table and I was jarred into silence.

"Excuse me," said he, "but that's a question I never like to hear asked. What does it matter where a man is from? Is it fair to judge a man by his post-office address? Why, I've seen Kentuckians who hated whiskey, Virginians who weren't descended from Pocahontas, Indianians who hadn't written a novel, Mexicans who didn't wear velvet trousers with silver dollars sewed along the seams, funny Englishmen, spendthrift Yankees, cold-blooded Southerners, narrow-minded Westerners, and New Yorkers who were too busy to stop for an hour on the street to watch a one-armed grocer's clerk do up cranberries in paper bags. Let a man be a man and don't handicap him with the label of any section."

"Pardon me," I said, "but my curiosity was not altogether an idle one. I know the South, and when the band plays 'Dixie' I like to observe. I have formed the belief that the man who applauds that air with special violence and ostensible sectional loyalty is invariably a native of either Secaucus, N.J., or the district between Murray Hill Lyceum and the Harlem River, this city. I was about to put my opinion to the test by inquiring of this gentleman when you interrupted with your own—larger theory, I must confess."

And now the dark-haired young man spoke to me, and it became evident that his mind also moved along its own set of grooves.

"I should like to be a periwinkle," said he, mysteriously, "on the top of a valley, and sing tooralloo-ralloo."

This was clearly too obscure, so I turned again to Coglan.

"I've been around the world twelve times," said he. "I know an Esquimau in Upernavik who sends to Cincinnati for his neckties, and I saw a goatherder in Uruguay who won a prize in a Battle Creek breakfast food puzzle competition. I pay rent on a room in Cairo, Egypt, and another in Yokohama all the year around. I've got slippers waiting for me in a tea-house in Shanghai, and I don't have to tell 'em how to cook my eggs in Rio de Janeiro or Seattle. It's a mighty little old world. What's the use of bragging about being from the North, or the South, or the old manor house in the dale, or Euclid avenue, Cleveland, or Pike's Peak, or Fairfax County, Va., or Hooligan's Flats or any place? It'll be a better world when we quit being fools about some mildewed town or ten acres of swampland just because we happened to be born there."

"You seem to be a genuine cosmopolite," I said admiringly. "But it also seems that you would decry patriotism."

"A relic of the stone age," declared Coglan, warmly. "We are all brothers—Chinamen, Englishmen, Zulus, Patagonians and the people in the bend of the Kaw River. Some day all this petty pride in one's city or State or section or country will be wiped out, and we'll all be citizens of the world, as we ought to be."

"But while you are wandering in foreign lands," I persisted, "do not your thoughts revert to some spo—some dear and—"

"Nary a spot," interrupted E. R. Coglan, flippantly. "The terrestrial, globular, planetary hunk of matter, slightly flattened at the poles, and known as the Earth, is my abode. I've met a good many object-bound citizens of this country abroad. I've seen men from Chicago sit in a gondola in Venice on a moonlight night and brag about their drainage canal. I've seen a Southerner on being introduced to the King of England hand that monarch, without batting his eyes, the information that his grandaunt on his mother's side was related by marriage to the Perkinses, of Charleston. I knew a New Yorker who was kidnapped for ransom by some Afghanistan bandits. His people sent over the money and he came back to Kabul with the agent. 'Afghanistan?' the natives said to him through an interpreter. 'Well, not so slow, do you think?' 'Oh, I don't know,' says he, and he begins to tell them about a cab driver at Sixth avenue and Broadway. Those ideas don't suit me. I'm not tied down to anything that isn't 8,000 miles in diameter. Just put me down as E. Rushmore Coglan, citizen of the terrestrial sphere."

My cosmopolite made a large adieu and left me, for he thought he saw someone through the chatter and smoke whom he knew. So I was left with the would-be periwinkle, who was reduced to Wurzburger without further ability to voice his aspirations to perch, melodious, upon the summit of a valley.

I sat reflecting upon my evident cosmopolite and wondering how the poet had managed to miss him. He was my discovery and I believed in him. How was it? "The men that breed from them they traffic up and down, but cling to their cities' hem as a child to the mother's gown."

Not so E. Rushmore Coglan. With the whole world for his—

My meditations were interrupted by a tremendous noise and conflict in another part of the cafe. I saw above the heads of the seated patrons E. Rushmore Coglan and a stranger to me engaged in terrific battle. They fought between the tables like Titans, and glasses crashed, and men caught their hats up and were knocked down, and a brunette screamed, and a blonde began to sing "Teasing."

My cosmopolite was sustaining the pride and reputation of the Earth when the waiters closed in on both combatants with their famous flying wedge formation and bore them outside, still resisting.

I called McCarthy, one of the French garcons, and asked him the cause of the conflict.

"The man with the red tie" (that was my cosmopolite), said he, "got hot on account of things said about the bum sidewalks and water supply of the place he come from by the other guy."

"Why," said I, bewildered, "that man is a citizen of the world—a cosmopolite. He—"

"Originally from Mattawamkeag, Maine, he said," continued McCarthy, "and he wouldn't stand for no knockin' the place."




Buried Treasure



There are many kinds of fools. Now, will everybody please sit still until they are called upon specifically to rise?

I had been every kind of fool except one. I had expended my patrimony, pretended my matrimony, played poker, lawn-tennis, and bucket-shops—parted soon with my money in many ways. But there remained one rule of the wearer of cap and bells that I had not played. That was the Seeker after Buried Treasure. To few does the delectable furor come. But of all the would-be followers in the hoof-prints of King Midas none has found a pursuit so rich in pleasurable promise.

But, going back from my theme a while—as lame pens must do—I was a fool of the sentimental soft. I saw May Martha Mangum, and was hers. She was eighteen, the color of the white ivory keys of a new piano, beautiful, and possessed by the exquisite solemnity and pathetic witchery of an unsophisticated angel doomed to live in a small, dull, Texas prairie-town. She had a spirit and charm that could have enabled her to pluck rubies like raspberries from the crown of Belgium or any other sporty kingdom, but she did not know it, and I did not paint the picture for her.

You see, I wanted May Martha Mangum for to have and to hold. I wanted her to abide with me, and put my slippers and pipe away every day in places where they cannot be found of evenings.

May Martha's father was a man hidden behind whiskers and spectacles. He lived for bugs and butterflies and all insects that fly or crawl or buzz or get down your back or in the butter. He was an etymologist, or words to that effect. He spent his life seining the air for flying fish of the June-bug order, and then sticking pins through 'em and calling 'em names.

He and May Martha were the whole family. He prized her highly as a fine specimen of the racibus humanus because she saw that he had food at times, and put his clothes on right side before, and kept his alcohol-bottles filled. Scientists, they say, are apt to be absent-minded.

There was another besides myself who thought May Martha Mangum one to be desired. That was Goodloe Banks, a young man just home from college. He had all the attainments to be found in books—Latin, Greek, philosophy, and especially the higher branches of mathematics and logic.

If it hadn't been for his habit of pouring out this information and learning on everyone that he addressed, I'd have liked him pretty well. But, even as it was, he and I were, you would have thought, great pals.

We got together every time we could because each of us wanted to pump the other for whatever straws we could to find which way the wind blew from the heart of May Martha Mangum—rather a mixed metaphor; Goodloe Banks would never have been guilty of that. That is the way of rivals.

You might say that Goodloe ran to books, manners, culture, rowing, intellect, and clothes. I would have put you in mind more of baseball and Friday-night debating societies—by way of culture—and maybe of a good horseback rider.

But in our talks together, and in our visits and conversation with May Martha, neither Goodloe Banks nor I could find out which one of us she preferred. May Martha was a natural-born non-committal, and knew in her cradle how to keep people guessing.

As I said, old man Mangum was absentminded. After a long time he found out one day—a little butterfly must have told him that two young men were trying to throw a net over the head of the young person, a daughter, or some such technical appendage, who looked after his comforts.

I never knew scientists could rise to such occasions. Old Mangum orally labeled and classified Goodloe and myself easily among the lowest orders of the vertebrates; and in English, too, without going any further into Latin than the simple references to Orgetorix, Rex Helvetii—which is as far as I ever went, myself. And he told us that if he ever caught us around his house again he would add us to his collection.

Goodloe Banks and I remained away five days, expecting the storm to subside. When we dared to call at the house again May Martha Mangum and her father were gone. Gone! The house they had rented was closed. Their little store of goods and chattels was gone also.

And not a word of farewell to either of us from May Martha—not a white, fluttering note pinned to the hawthorn-bush; not a chalk-mark on the gate-post nor a post-card in the post-office to give us a clew.

For two months Goodloe Banks and I—separately—tried every scheme we could think of to track the runaways. We used our friendship and influence with the ticket-agent, with livery-stable men, railroad conductors, and our one lone, lorn constable, but without results.

Then we became better friends and worse enemies than ever. We forgathered in the back room of Snyder's saloon every afternoon after work, and played dominoes, and laid conversational traps to find out from each other if anything had been discovered. That is the way of rivals.

Now, Goodloe Banks had a sarcastic way of displaying his own learning and putting me in the class that was reading "Poor Jane Ray, her bird is dead, she cannot play." Well, I rather liked Goodloe, and I had a contempt for his college learning, and I was always regarded as good-natured, so I kept my temper. And I was trying to find out if he knew anything about May Martha, so I endured his society.

In talking things over one afternoon he said to me:

"Suppose you do find her, Ed, whereby would you profit? Miss Mangum has a mind. Perhaps it is yet uncultured, but she is destined for higher things than you could give her. I have talked with no one who seemed to appreciate more the enchantment of the ancient poets and writers and the modern cults that have assimilated and expended their philosophy of life. Don't you think you are wasting your time looking for her?"

"My idea," said I, "of a happy home is an eight-room house in a grove of live-oaks by the side of a charco on a Texas prairie. A piano," I went on, "with an automatic player in the sitting-room, three thousand head of cattle under fence for a starter, a buckboard and ponies always hitched at a post for 'the missus'—and May Martha Mangum to spend the profits of the ranch as she pleases, and to abide with me, and put my slippers and pipe away every day in places where they cannot be found of evenings. That," said I, "is what is to be; and a fig—a dried, Smyrna, dago-stand fig—for your curriculums, cults, and philosophy."

"She is meant for higher things," repeated Goodloe Banks.

"Whatever she is meant for," I answered, just now she is out of pocket. And I shall find her as soon as I can without aid of the colleges."

"The game is blocked," said Goodloe, putting down a domino and we had the beer.

Shortly after that a young farmer whom I knew came into town and brought me a folded blue paper. He said his grandfather had just died. I concealed a tear, and he went on to say that the old man had jealously guarded this paper for twenty years. He left it to his family as part of his estate, the rest of which consisted of two mules and a hypotenuse of non-arable land.

The sheet of paper was of the old, blue kind used during the rebellion of the abolitionists against the secessionists. It was dated June 14, 1863, and it described the hiding-place of ten burro-loads of gold and silver coin valued at three hundred thousand dollars. Old Rundle—grandfather of his grandson, Sam—was given the information by a Spanish priest who was in on the treasure-burying, and who died many years before—no, afterward—in old Rundle's house. Old Rundle wrote it down from dictation.

"Why didn't your father look this up?" I asked young Rundle.

"He went blind before he could do so," he replied.

"Why didn't you hunt for it yourself?" I asked.

"Well," said he, "I've only known about the paper for ten years. First there was the spring ploughin' to do, and then choppin' the weeds out of the corn; and then come takin' fodder; and mighty soon winter was on us. It seemed to run along that way year after year."

That sounded perfectly reasonable to me, so I took it up with young Lee Rundle at once.

The directions on the paper were simple. The whole burro cavalcade laden with the treasure started from an old Spanish mission in Dolores County. They traveled due south by the compass until they reached the Alamito River. They forded this, and buried the treasure on the top of a little mountain shaped like a pack-saddle standing in a row between two higher ones. A heap of stones marked the place of the buried treasure. All the party except the Spanish priest were killed by Indians a few days later. The secret was a monopoly. It looked good to me.

Lee Rundle suggested that we rig out a camping outfit, hire a surveyor to run out the line from the Spanish mission, and then spend the three hundred thousand dollars seeing the sights in Fort Worth. But, without being highly educated, I knew a way to save time and expense.

We went to the State land-office and had a practical, what they call a "working", sketch made of all the surveys of land from the old mission to the Alamito River. On this map I drew a line due southward to the river. The length of lines of each survey and section of land was accurately given on the sketch. By these we found the point on the river and had a "connection" made with it and an important, well-identified corner of the Los Animos five-league survey—a grant made by King Philip of Spain.

By doing this we did not need to have the line run out by a surveyor. It was a great saving of expense and time.

So, Lee Rundle and I fitted out a two-horse wagon team with all the accessories, and drove a hundred and forty-nine miles to Chico, the nearest town to the point we wished to reach. There we picked up a deputy county surveyor. He found the corner of the Los Animos survey for us, ran out the five thousand seven hundred and twenty varas west that our sketch called for, laid a stone on the spot, had coffee and bacon, and caught the mail-stage back to Chico.

I was pretty sure we would get that three hundred thousand dollars. Lee Rundle's was to be only one-third, because I was paying all the expenses. With that two hundred thousand dollars I knew I could find May Martha Mangum if she was on earth. And with it I could flutter the butterflies in old man Mangum's dove-cot, too. If I could find that treasure!

But Lee and I established camp. Across the river were a dozen little mountains densely covered by cedar-brakes, but not one shaped like a pack-saddle. That did not deter us. Appearances are deceptive. A pack-saddle, like beauty, may exist only in the eye of the beholder.

I and the grandson of the treasure examined those cedar-covered hills with the care of a lady hunting for the wicked flea. We explored every side, top, circumference, mean elevation, angle, slope, and concavity of every one for two miles up and down the river. We spent four days doing so. Then we hitched up the roan and the dun, and hauled the remains of the coffee and bacon the one hundred and forty-nine miles back to Concho City.

Lee Rundle chewed much tobacco on the return trip. I was busy driving, because I was in a hurry.

As shortly as could be after our empty return Goodloe Banks and I forgathered in the back room of Snyder's saloon to play dominoes and fish for information. I told Goodloe about my expedition after the buried treasure.

"If I could have found that three hundred thousand dollars," I said to him, "I could have scoured and sifted the surface of the earth to find May Martha Mangum."

"She is meant for higher things," said Goodloe. "I shall find her myself. But, tell me how you went about discovering the spot where this unearthed increment was imprudently buried."

I told him in the smallest detail. I showed him the draughtsman's sketch with the distances marked plainly upon it.

After glancing over it in a masterly way, he leaned back in his chair and bestowed upon me an explosion of sardonic, superior, collegiate laughter.

"Well, you are a fool, Jim," he said, when he could speak.

"It's your play," said I, patiently, fingering my double-six.

"Twenty," said Goodloe, making two crosses on the table with his chalk.

"Why am I a fool?" I asked. "Buried treasure has been found before in many places."

"Because," said he, "in calculating the point on the river where your line would strike you neglected to allow for the variation. The variation there would be nine degrees west. Let me have your pencil."

Goodloe Banks figured rapidly on the back of an envelope.

"The distance, from north to south, of the line run from the Spanish mission," said he, "is exactly twenty-two miles. It was run by a pocket-compass, according to your story. Allowing for the variation, the point on the Alamito River where you should have searched for your treasure is exactly six miles and nine hundred and forty-five varas farther west than the place you hit upon. Oh, what a fool you are, Jim!"

"What is this variation that you speak of?" I asked. "I thought figures never lied."

"The variation of the magnetic compass," said Goodloe, "from the true meridian."

He smiled in his superior way; and then I saw come out in his face the singular, eager, consuming cupidity of the seeker after buried treasure.

"Sometimes," he said with the air of the oracle, "these old traditions of hidden money are not without foundation. Suppose you let me look over that paper describing the location. Perhaps together we might—"

The result was that Goodloe Banks and I, rivals in love, became companions in adventure. We went to Chico by stage from Huntersburg, the nearest railroad town. In Chico we hired a team drawing a covered spring-wagon and camping paraphernalia. We had the same surveyor run out our distance, as revised by Goodloe and his variations, and then dismissed him and sent him on his homeward road.

It was night when we arrived. I fed the horses and made a fire near the bank of the river and cooked supper. Goodloe would have helped, but his education had not fitted him for practical things.

But while I worked he cheered me with the expression of great thoughts handed down from the dead ones of old. He quoted some translations from the Greek at much length.

"Anacreon," he explained. "That was a favorite passage with Miss Mangum—as I recited it."

"She is meant for higher things," said I, repeating his phrase.

"Can there be anything higher," asked Goodloe, "than to dwell in the society of the classics, to live in the atmosphere of learning and culture? You have often decried education. What of your wasted efforts through your ignorance of simple mathematics? How soon would you have found your treasure if my knowledge had not shown you your error?"

"We'll take a look at those hills across the river first," said I, "and see what we find. I am still doubtful about variations. I have been brought up to believe that the needle is true to the pole."

The next morning was a bright June one. We were up early and had breakfast. Goodloe was charmed. He recited—Keats, I think it was, and Kelly or Shelley—while I broiled the bacon. We were getting ready to cross the river, which was little more than a shallow creek there, and explore the many sharp-peaked cedar-covered hills on the other side.

"My good Ulysses," said Goodloe, slapping me on the shoulder while I was washing the tin breakfast-plates, "let me see the enchanted document once more. I believe it gives directions for climbing the hill shaped like a pack-saddle. I never saw a pack-saddle. What is it like, Jim?"

"Score one against culture," said I. "I'll know it when I see it."

Goodloe was looking at old Rundle's document when he ripped out a most uncollegiate swear-word.

"Come here," he said, holding the paper up against the sunlight. "Look at that," he said, laying his finger against it.

On the blue paper—a thing I had never noticed before—I saw stand out in white letters the word and figures : "Malvern, 1898."

"What about it?" I asked.

"It's the water-mark," said Goodloe. "The paper was manufactured in 1898. The writing on the paper is dated 1863. This is a palpable fraud."

"Oh, I don't know," said I. "The Rundles are pretty reliable, plain, uneducated country people. Maybe the paper manufacturers tried to perpetrate a swindle."

And then Goodloe Banks went as wild as his education permitted. He dropped the glasses off his nose and glared at me.

"I've often told you were a fool," he said. "You have let yourself be imposed upon by a clodhopper. And you have imposed upon me."

"How," I asked, "have I imposed upon you ?"

"By your ignorance," said he. "Twice I have discovered serious flaws in your plans that a common-school education should have enabled you to avoid. And," he continued, "I have been put to expense that I could ill afford in pursuing this swindling quest. I am done with it."

I rose and pointed a large pewter spoon at him, fresh from the dish-water.

"Goodloe Banks," I said, "I care not one parboiled navy bean for your education. I always barely tolerated it in any one, and I despised it in you. What has your learning done for you? It is a curse to yourself and a bore to your friends. Away," I said— "away with your water-marks and variations! They are nothing to me. They shall not deflect me from the quest."

I pointed with my spoon across the river to a small mountain shaped like a pack-saddle.

"I am going to search that mountain," I went on, "for the treasure. Decide now whether you are in it or not. If you wish to let a water-mark or a variation shake your soul, you are no true adventurer. Decide."

A white cloud of dust began to rise far down the river road. It was the mail-wagon from Hesperus to Chico. Goodloe flagged it.

"I am done with the swindle," said he, sourly. "No one but a fool would pay any attention to that paper now. Well, you always were a fool, Jim. I leave you to your fate."

He gathered his personal traps, climbed into the mail-wagon, adjusted his glasses nervously, and flew away in a cloud of dust.

After I had washed the dishes and staked the horses on new grass, I crossed the shallow river and made my way slowly through the cedar-brakes up to the top of the hill shaped like a pack-saddle.

It was a wonderful June day. Never in my life had I seen so many birds, so many butterflies, dragonflies, grasshoppers, and such winged and stinged beasts of the air and fields.

I investigated the hill shaped like a pack-saddle from base to summit. I found an absolute absence of signs relating to buried treasure. There was no pile of stones, no ancient blazes on the trees, none of the evidences of the three hundred thousand dollars, as set forth in the document of old man Rundle.

I came down the hill in the cool of the afternoon. Suddenly, out of the cedar-brake I stepped into a beautiful green valley where a tributary small stream ran into the Alamito River.

And there I was started to see what I took to be a wild man, with unkempt beard and ragged hair, pursuing a giant butterfly with brilliant wings.

"Perhaps he is an escaped madman," I thought; and wondered how he had strayed so far from seats of education and learning.

And then I took a few more steps and saw a vine-covered cottage near the small stream. And in a little grassy glade I saw May Martha Mangum plucking wild flowers.

She straightened up and looked at me. For the first time since I knew her I saw her face—which was the color of the white keys of a new piano—turn pink. I walked toward her without a word. She let the gathered flowers trickle slowly from her hand to the grass.

"I knew you would come, Jim," she said clearly. "Father wouldn't let me write, but I knew you would come."

What followed you may guess—there was my wagon and team just across the river.

I've often wondered what good too much education is to a man if he can't use it for himself. If all the benefits of it are to go to others, where does it come in?

For May Martha Mangum abides with me. There is an eight-room house in a live-oak grove, and a piano with an automatic player, and a good start toward the three thousand head of cattle is under fence.

And when I ride home at night my pipe and slippers are put away in places where they cannot be found.

But who cares for that? Who cares—who cares?




A Double-Dyed Deceiver



The trouble began in Laredo. It was the Llano Kid's fault, for he should have confined his habit of manslaughter to Mexicans. But the Kid was past twenty; and to have only Mexicans to one's credit at twenty is to blush unseen on the Rio Grande border.

It happened in old Justo Valdos's gambling house. There was a poker game at which sat players who were not all friends, as happens often where men ride in from afar to shoot Folly as she gallops. There was a row over so small a matter as a pair of queens; and when the smoke had cleared away it was found that the Kid had committed an indiscretion, and his adversary had been guilty of a blunder. For, the unfortunate combatant, instead of being a Greaser, was a high-blooded youth from the cow ranches, of about the Kid's own age and possessed of friends and champions. His blunder in missing the Kid's right ear only a sixteenth of an inch when he pulled his gun did not lessen the indiscretion of the better marksman.

The Kid, not being equipped with a retinue, nor bountifully supplied with personal admirers and supporters—on account of a rather umbrageous reputation, even for the border—considered it not incompatible with his indispensable gameness to perform that judicious tractional act known as "pulling his freight".

Quickly the avengers gathered and sought him. Three of them overtook him within a rod of the station. The Kid turned and showed his teeth in that brilliant but mirthless smile that usually preceded his deeds of insolence and violence, and his pursuers fell back without making it necessary for him even to reach for his weapon.

But in this affair the Kid had not felt the grim thirst for encounter that usually urged him on to battle. It had been a purely chance row, born of the cards and certain epithets impossible for a gentleman to brook that had passed between the two. The Kid had rather liked the slim, haughty, brown-faced young chap whom his bullet had cut off in the first pride of manhood. And now he wanted no more blood. He wanted to get away and have a good long sleep somewhere in the sun on the mesquit grass with his handkerchief over his face. Even a Mexican might have crossed his path in safety while he was in this mood.

The Kid openly boarded the north-bound passenger train that departed five minutes later. But at Webb, a few miles out, where it was flagged to take on a traveler, he abandoned that manner of escape. There were telegraph stations ahead; and the Kid looked askance at electricity and steam. Saddle and spur were his rocks of safety.

The man whom he had shot was a stranger to him. But the Kid knew that he was of the Coralitos outfit from Hidalgo; and that the punchers from that ranch were more relentless and vengeful than Kentucky feudists when wrong or harm was done to one of them. So, with the wisdom that has characterized many great farmers, the Kid decided to pile up as many leagues as possible of chaparral and pear between himself and the retaliation of the Coralitos bunch.

Near the station was a store; and near the store, scattered among the mesquits and elms, stood the saddled horses of the customers. Most of them waited, half asleep, with sagging limbs and drooping heads. But one, a long-legged roan with a curved neck, snorted and pawed the turf. Him the Kid mounted, gripped with his knees, and slapped gently with the owner's own quirt.

If the slaying of the temerarious card-player had cast a cloud over the Kid's standing as a good and true citizen, this last act of his veiled his figure in the darkest shadows of disrepute. On the Rio Grande border if you take a man's life you sometimes take trash; but if you take his horse, you take a thing the loss of which renders him poor, indeed, and which enriches you not—if you are caught. For the Kid there was no turning back now.

With the springing roan under him he felt little care or uneasiness. After a five-mile gallop he drew it in to the plainsman's jogging trot, and rode northeastward toward the Nueces River bottoms. He knew the country well—its most tortuous and obscure trails through the great wilderness of brush and pear, and its camps and lonesome ranches where one might find safe entertainment. Always he bore to the east; for the Kid had never seen the ocean, and he had a fancy to lay his hand upon the mane of the great Gulf, the gamesome colt of the greater waters.

So after three days he stood on the shore at Corpus Christi, and looked out across the gentle ripples of a quiet sea.

Captain Boone, of the schooner Flyaway
 , stood near his skiff, which one of his crew was guarding in the surf. When ready to sail he had discovered that one of the necessaries of life, in the parallelogrammatic shape of plug tobacco, had been forgotten. A sailor had been dispatched for the missing cargo. Meanwhile the captain paced the sands, chewing profanely at his pocket store.

A slim, wiry youth in high-heeled boots came down to the water's edge. His face was boyish, but with a premature severity that hinted at a man's experience. His complexion was naturally dark; and the sun and wind of an outdoor life had burned it to a coffee brown. His hair was as black and straight as an Indian's; his face had not yet upturned to the humiliation of a razor; his eyes were a cold and steady blue. He carried his left arm somewhat away from his body, for pearl-handled .45s are frowned upon by town marshals, and are a little bulky when placed in the left armhole of one's vest. He looked beyond Captain Boone at the gulf with the impersonal and expressionless dignity of a Chinese emperor.

"Thinkin' of buyin' that'ar gulf, buddy?" asked the captain, made sarcastic by his narrow escape from a tobaccoless voyage.

"Why, no," said the Kid gently, "I reckon not. I never saw it before. I was just looking at it. Not thinking of selling it, are you?"

"Not this trip," said the captain. "I'll send it to you C.O.D. when I get back to Buenas Tierras. Here comes that capstanfooted lubber with the chewin'. I ought to've weighed anchor an hour ago."

"Is that your ship out there?" asked the Kid.

"Why, yes," answered the captain, "if you want to call a schooner a ship, and I don't mind lyin'. But you better say Miller and Gonzales, owners, and ordinary plain, Billy-be-damned old Samuel K. Boone, skipper."

"Where are you going to?" asked the refugee.

"Buenas Tierras, coast of South America—I forgot what they called the country the last time I was there. Cargo—lumber, corrugated iron, and machetes."

"What kind of a country is it?" asked the Kid—"hot or cold?"

"Warmish, buddy," said the captain. "But a regular Paradise Lost for elegance of scenery and be-yooty of geography. Ye're wakened every morning by the sweet singin' of red birds with seven purple tails, and the sighin' of breezes in the posies and roses. And the inhabitants never work, for they can reach out and pick steamer baskets of the choicest hothouse fruit without gettin' out of bed. And there's no Sunday and no ice and no rent and no troubles and no use and no nothin'. It's a great country for a man to go to sleep with, and wait for somethin' to turn up. The bananys and oranges and hurricanes and pineapples that ye eat comes from there."

"That sounds to me!" said the Kid, at last betraying interest. "What'll the expressage be to take me out there with you?"

"Twenty-four dollars," said Captain Boone; "grub and transportation. Second cabin. I haven't got a first cabin."

"You've got my company," said the Kid, pulling out a buckskin bag.

With three hundred dollars he had gone to Laredo for his regular "blowout". The duel in Valdos's had cut short his season of hilarity, but it had left him with nearly $200 for aid in the flight that it had made necessary.

"All right, buddy," said the captain. "I hope your ma won't blame me for this little childish escapade of yours." He beckoned to one of the boat's crew. "Let Sanchez lift you out to the skiff so you won't get your feet wet."

Thacker, the United States consul at Buenas Tierras, was not yet drunk. It was only eleven o'clock; and he never arrived at his desired state of beatitude—a state wherein he sang ancient maudlin vaudeville songs and pelted his screaming parrot with banana peels—until the middle of the afternoon. So, when he looked up from his hammock at the sound of a slight cough, and saw the Kid standing in the door of the consulate, he was still in a condition to extend the hospitality and courtesy due from the representative of a great nation. "Don't disturb yourself," said the Kid, easily. "I just dropped in. They told me it was customary to light at your camp before starting in to round up the town. I just came in on a ship from Texas."

"Glad to see you, Mr.—" said the consul.

The Kid laughed.

"Sprague Dalton," he said. "It sounds funny to me to hear it. I'm called the Llano Kid in the Rio Grande country."

"I'm Thacker," said the consul. "Take that cane-bottom chair. Now if you've come to invest, you want somebody to advise you. These dingies will cheat you out of the gold in your teeth if you don't understand their ways. Try a cigar?"

"Much obliged," said the Kid, "but if it wasn't for my corn shucks and the little bag in my back pocket I couldn't live a minute." He took out his "makings," and rolled a cigarette.

"They speak Spanish here," said the consul. "You'll need an interpreter. If there's anything I can do, why, I'd be delighted. If you're buying fruit lands or looking for a concession of any sort, you'll want somebody who knows the ropes to look out for you."

"I speak Spanish," said the Kid, "about nine times better than I do English. Everybody speaks it on the range where I come from. And I'm not in the market for anything."

"You speak Spanish?" said Thacker thoughtfully. He regarded the kid absorbedly.

"You look like a Spaniard, too," he continued. "And you're from Texas. And you can't be more than twenty or twenty-one. I wonder if you've got any nerve."

"You got a deal of some kind to put through?" asked the Texan, with unexpected shrewdness.

"Are you open to a proposition?" said Thacker.

"What's the use to deny it?" said the Kid. "I got into a little gun frolic down in Laredo and plugged a white man. There wasn't any Mexican handy. And I come down to your parrot-and-monkey range just for to smell the morning-glories and marigolds. Now, do you sabe
 ?"

Thacker got up and closed the door.

"Let me see your hand," he said.

He took the Kid's left hand, and examined the back of it closely.

"I can do it," he said excitedly. "Your flesh is as hard as wood and as healthy as a baby's. It will heal in a week."

"If it's a fist fight you want to back me for," said the Kid, "don't put your money up yet. Make it gun work, and I'll keep you company. But no barehanded scrapping, like ladies at a tea-party, for me."

"It's easier than that," said Thacker. "Just step here, will you?"

Through the window he pointed to a two-story white-stuccoed house with wide galleries rising amid the deep-green tropical foliage on a wooded hill that sloped gently from the sea.

"In that house," said Thacker, "a fine old Castilian gentleman and his wife are yearning to gather you into their arms and fill your pockets with money. Old Santos Urique lives there. He owns half the gold-mines in the country."

"You haven't been eating loco weed, have you?" asked the Kid.

"Sit down again," said Thacker, "and I'll tell you. Twelve years ago they lost a kid. No, he didn't die—although most of 'em here do from drinking the surface water. He was a wild little devil, even if he wasn't but eight years old. Everybody knows about it. Some Americans who were through here prospecting for gold had letters to Senor Urique, and the boy was a favorite with them. They filled his head with big stories about the States; and about a month after they left, the kid disappeared, too. He was supposed to have stowed himself away among the banana bunches on a fruit steamer, and gone to New Orleans. He was seen once afterward in Texas, it was thought, but they never heard anything more of him. Old Urique has spent thousands of dollars having him looked for. The madam was broken up worst of all. The kid was her life. She wears mourning yet. But they say she believes he'll come back to her some day, and never gives up hope. On the back of the boy's left hand was tattooed a flying eagle carrying a spear in his claws. That's old Urique's coat of arms or something that he inherited in Spain."

The Kid raised his left hand slowly and gazed at it curiously.

"That's it," said Thacker, reaching behind the official desk for his bottle of smuggled brandy. "You're not so slow. I can do it. What was I consul at Sandakan for? I never knew till now. In a week I'll have the eagle bird with the frog-sticker blended in so you'd think you were born with it. I brought a set of the needles and ink just because I was sure you'd drop in some day, Mr. Dalton."

"Oh, hell," said the Kid. "I thought I told you my name!"

"All right, 'Kid', then. It won't be that long. How does Senorito Urique sound, for a change?"

"I never played son any that I remember of," said the Kid. "If I had any parents to mention they went over the divide about the time I gave my first bleat. What is the plan of your round-up?"

Thacker leaned back against the wall and held his glass up to the light.

"We've come now," said he, "to the question of how far you're willing to go in a little matter of the sort."

"I told you why I came down here," said the Kid simply.

"A good answer," said the consul. "But you won't have to go that far. Here's the scheme. After I get the trademark tattooed on your hand I'll notify old Urique. In the meantime I'll furnish you with all of the family history I can find out, so you can be studying up points to talk about. You've got the looks, you speak the Spanish, you know the facts, you can tell about Texas, you've got the tattoo mark. When I notify them that the rightful heir has returned and is waiting to know whether he will be received and pardoned, what will happen? They'll simply rush down here and fall on your neck, and the curtain goes down for refreshments and a stroll in the lobby."

"I'm waiting," said the Kid. "I haven't had my saddle off in your camp long, pardner, and I never met you before; but if you intend to let it go at a parental blessing, why, I'm mistaken in my man, that's all."

"Thanks," said the consul. "I haven't met anybody in a long time that keeps up with an argument as well as you do. The rest of it is simple. If they take you in only for a while it's long enough. Don't give 'em time to hunt up the strawberry mark on your left shoulder. Old Urique keeps anywhere from $50,000 to $100,000 in his house all the time in a little safe that you could open with a shoe buttoner. Get it. My skill as a tattooer is worth half the boddle. We go halves and catch a tramp steamer for Rio de Janeiro. Let the United States go to pieces if it can't get along without my services. Que dice, senor
 ?"

"It sounds to me!" said the Kid, nodding his head. "I'm out for the dust."

"All right, then," said Thacker. "You'll have to keep close until we get the bird on you. You can live in the back room here. I do my own cooking, and I'll make you as comfortable as a parsimonious Government will allow me."

Thacker had set the time at a week, but it was two weeks before the design that he patiently tattooed upon the Kid's hand was to his notion. And then Thacker called a muchacho
 , and dispatched this note to the intended victim:

El Senor Don Santos Urique, La Casa Blanca,

My Dear Sir:

I beg permission to inform you that there is in my house as a temporary guest a young man who arrived in Buenas Tierras from the United States some days ago. Without wishing to excite any hopes that ay not be realized, I think there is a possibility of his being your long-absent son. It might be well for you to call and see him. If he is, it is my opinion that his intention was to return to his home, but upon arriving here, his courage failed him from doubts as to how he would be received.

Your true servant,

Thompson Thacker.

Half an hour afterward—quick time for Buenas Tierras—Senor Urique's ancient landau drove to the consul's door, with the barefooted coachman beating and shouting at the team of fat, awkward horses.

A tall man with a white moustache alighted, and assisted to the ground a lady who was dressed and veiled in unrelieved black.

The two hastened inside, and were met by Thacker with his best diplomatic bow. By his desk stood a slender young man with clear-cut, sun-browned features and smoothly brushed black hair.

Senora Urique threw back her black veil with a quick gesture. She was past middle age, and her hair was beginning to silver, but her full, proud figure and clear olive skin retained traces of the beauty peculiar to the Basque province. But, once you had seen her eyes, and comprehended the great sadness that was revealed in their deep shadows and hopeless expression, you saw that the woman lived only in some memory.

She bent upon the young man a long look of the most agonized questioning. Then her great black eyes turned, and her gaze rested upon his left hand. And then with a sob, not loud, but seeming to shake the room, she cried "Hijo mio
 !" and caught the Llano Kid to her heart.

A month afterward the Kid came to the consulate in response to a message sent by Thacker.

He looked the young Spanish caballero
 . His clothes were imported, and the wiles of the jewelers had not been spent upon him in vain. A more than respectable diamond shone on his finger as he rolled a shuck cigarette.

"What's doing?" asked Thacker.

"Nothing much," said the Kid calmly. "I eat my first iguana steak today. They're them big lizards, you sabe
 ? I reckon, though, that frijoles and side bacon would do me about as well. Do you care for iguanas, Thacker?"

"No, nor for some other kinds of reptiles," said Thacker.

It was three in the afternoon, and in another hour he would be in his state of beatitude.

"It's time you were making good, sonny," he went on, with an ugly look on his reddened face. "You're not playing up to me square. You've been the prodigal son for four weeks now, and you could have had veal for every meal on a gold dish if you'd wanted it. Now, Mr. Kid, do you think it's right to leave me out so long on a husk diet? What's the trouble? Don't you get your filial eyes on anything that looks like cash in the Casa Blanca? Don't tell me you don't. Everybody knows where old Urique keeps his stuff. It's U.S. currency, too; he don't accept anything else. What's doing? Don't say 'nothing' this time."

"Why, sure," said the Kid, admiring his diamond, "there's plenty of money up there. I'm no judge of collateral in bunches, but I will undertake for to say that I've seen the rise of $50,000 at a time in that tin grub box that my adopted father calls his safe. And he lets me carry the key sometimes just to show me that he knows I'm the real Francisco that strayed from the herd a long time ago."

"Well, what are you waiting for?" asked Thacker, angrily. "Don't you forget that I can upset your apple-cart any day I want to. If old Urique knew you were an imposter, what sort of things would happen to you? Oh, you don't know this country, Mr. Texas Kid. The laws here have got mustard spread between 'em. These people here'd stretch you out like a frog that had been stepped on, and give you about fifty sticks at every corner of the plaza. And they'd wear every stick out, too. What was left of you they'd feed to alligators."

"I might just as well tell you now, pardner," said the Kid, sliding down low on his steamer chair, "that things are going to stay just as they are. They're about right now."

"What do you mean?" asked Thacker, rattling the bottom of his glass on his desk.

"The scheme's off," said the Kid. "And whenever you have the pleasure of speaking to me address me as Don Francisco Urique. I'll guarantee I'll answer to it. We'll let Colonel Urique keep his money. His little tin safe is as good as the time-locker in the First National Bank of Laredo as far as you and me are concerned."

"You're going to throw me down, then, are you?" said the consul.

"Sure," said the Kid cheerfully. "Throw you down. That's it. And now I'll tell you why. The first night I was up at the colonel's house they introduced me to a bedroom. No blankets on the floor—a real room, with a bed and things in it. And before I was asleep, in comes this artificial mother and tucks in the covers. 'Panchito,' she says, 'my little lost one, God has brought you back to me. I bless His name forever.' It was that, or some truck like that, she said. And down comes a drop or two of rain and hits me on the nose. And all that stuck by me, Mr. Thacker. And it's been that way ever since. And it's got to stay that way. Don't you think that it's for what's in it for me, either, that I say so. If you have any such ideas, keep 'em to yourself. I haven't had much truck with women in my life, and no mothers to speak of, but here's a lady that we've got to keep fooled. Once she stood it; twice she won't. I'm a low-down wolf, and the devil may have sent me on this trail instead of God, but I'll travel it to the end. And now, don't forget that I'm Don Francisco Urique whenever you happen to mention my name."

"I'll expose you today, you—you double-dyed traitor," stammered Thacker.

The Kid arose and, without violence, took Thacker by the throat with a hand of steel, and shoved him slowly into a corner. Then he drew from under his left arm his pearl-handled .45 and poked the cold muzzle of it against the consul's mouth.

"I told you why I come here," he said, with his old freezing smile. "If I leave here, you'll be the reason. Never forget it, pardner. Now, what is my name?"

"Er—Don Francisco Urique," gasped Thacker.

From outside came a sound of wheels, and the shouting of some one, and the sharp thwacks of a wooden whipstock upon the backs of fat horses.

The Kid put up his gun, and walked toward the door. But he turned again and came back to the trembling Thacker, and held up his left hand with its back toward the consul.

"There's one more reason," he said slowly, "why things have got to stand as they are. The fellow I killed in Laredo had one of them same pictures on his left hand."

Outside, the ancient landau of Don Santos Urique rattled to the door. The coachman ceased his bellowing. Senora Urique, in a voluminous gay gown of white lace and flying ribbons, leaned forward with a happy look in her great soft eyes.

"Are you within, dear son?" she called, in the rippling Castilian.

"Madre mia, yo vengo
 mother, I come," answered the young Don Francisco Urique.




The Hand that Riles the World



"Many of our great men," said I (apropos of many things), "have declared that they owe their success to the aid and encouragement of some brilliant woman."

"I know," said Jeff Peters. "I've read in history and mythology about Joan of Arc and Mme. Yale and Mrs. Caudle and Eve and other noted females of the past. But, in my opinion, the woman of today is of little use in politics or business. What's she best in, anyway?—men make the best cooks, milliners, nurses, housekeepers, stenographers, clerks, hairdressers and launderers. About the only job left that a woman can beat a man in is female impersonator in vaudeville."

"I would have thought," said I, "that occasionally, anyhow, you would have found the wit and intuition of woman valuable to you in your lines of—er—business."

"Now, wouldn't you," said Jeff, with an emphatic nod—"wouldn't you have imagined that? But a woman is an absolutely unreliable partner in any straight swindle. She's liable to turn honest on you when you are depending upon her the most. I tried 'em once.

"Bill Humble, an old friend of mine in the Territories, conceived the illusion that he wanted to be appointed United States Marshall. At that time me and Andy was doing a square, legitimate business of selling walking canes. If you unscrewed the head of one and turned it up to your mouth a half pint of good rye whiskey would go trickling down your throat to reward you for your act of intelligence. The deputies was annoying me and Andy some, and when Bill spoke to me about his officious aspirations, I saw how the appointment as Marshall might help along the firm of Peters & Tucker.

"'Jeff,' says Bill to me, 'you are a man of learning and education, besides having knowledge and information concerning not only rudiments but facts and attainments.'

"'I do,' says I, 'and I have never regretted it. I am not one,' says I, 'who would cheapen education by making it free. Tell me,' says I, 'which is of the most value to mankind, literature or horse racking?'

"'Why—er—, playing the po—I mean, of course, the poets and the great writers have got the call, of course,' says Bill.

"'Exactly,' says I. 'Then why do the master minds of finance and philanthropy,' says I, 'charge us $2 to get into a race-track and let us into a library free? Is that distilling into the masses,' says I, 'a correct estimate of the relative value of the two means of self-culture and disorder?'

"'You are arguing outside of my faculties of sense and rhetoric,' says Bill. 'What I wanted you to do is to go to Washington and dig out this appointment for me. I haven't no ideas of cultivation and intrigue. I'm a plain citizen and I need the job. I've killed seven men,' says Bill; 'I've got nine children; I've been a good Republican ever since the first of May; I can't read nor write, and I see no reason why I ain't illegible for the office. And I think your partner, Mr. Tucker,' goes on Bill, 'is also a man of sufficient ingratiation and connected system of mental delinquency to assist you in securing the appointment. I will give you preliminary,' says Bill, '$1,000 for drinks, bribes and carfare in Washington. If you land the job I will pay you $1,000 more, cash down, and guarantee you impunity in boot-legging whiskey for twelve months. Are you patriotic to the West enough to help me put this thing through the Whitewashed Wigwam of the Great Father of the most eastern flag station of the Pennsylvania Railroad?' says Bill.

"Well, I talked to Andy about it, and he liked the idea immense. Andy was a man of an involved nature. He was never content to plod along, as I was, selling to the peasantry some little tool like a combination steak beater, shoe horn, marcel waver, monkey wrench, nail file, potato masher and Multum in Parvo tuning fork. Andy had the artistic temper, which is not to be judged as a preacher's or a moral man's is by purely commercial deflections. So we accepted Bill's offer, and strikes out for Washington.

"Says I to Andy, when we get located at a hotel on South Dakota Avenue, G.S.S.W. 'Now Andy, for the first time in our lives we've got to do a real dishonest act. Lobbying is something we've never been used to; but we've got to scandalize ourselves for Bill Humble's sake. In a straight and legitimate business,' says I, 'we could afford to introduce a little foul play and chicanery, but in a disorderly and heinous piece of malpractice like this it seems to me that the straightforward and aboveboard way is the best. I propose,' says I, 'that we hand over $500 of this money to the chairman of the national campaign committee, get a receipt, lay the receipt on the President's desk and tell him about Bill. The President is a man who would appreciate a candidate who went about getting office that way instead of pulling wires.'

"Andy agreed with me, but after we talked the scheme over with the hotel clerk we give that plan up. He told us that there was only one way to get an appointment in Washington, and that was through a lady lobbyist. He gave us the address of one he recommended, a Mrs. Avery, who he said was high up in sociable and diplomatic rings and circles.

"The next morning at 10 o'clock me and Andy called at her hotel, and was shown up to her reception room.

"This Mrs. Avery was a solace and a balm to the eyesight. She had hair the color of the back of a twenty dollar gold certificate, blue eyes and a system of beauty that would make the girl on the cover of a July magazine look like a cook on a Monongahela coal barge.

"She had on a low necked dress covered with silver spangles, and diamond rings and ear bobs. Her arms was bare; and she was using a desk telephone with one hand, and drinking tea with the other.

"'Well, boys,' says she after a bit, 'what is it?'

"I told her in as few words as possible what we wanted for Bill, and the price we could pay.

"'Those western appointments,' says she, 'are easy. Le'me see, now,' says she, 'who could put that through for us. No use fooling with the Territorial delegates. I guess,' says she, 'that Senator Sniper would be about the man. He's from somewheres in the West. Let's see how he stands on my private menu card.' She takes some papers out of a pigeon-hole with the letter 'S' over it.

"'Yes,' says she, 'he's marked with a star; that means "ready to serve." Now, let's see. "Age 55; married twice; Presbyterian, likes blondes, Tolstoi, poker and stewed terrapin; sentimental at third bottle of wine." Yes,' she goes on, 'I am sure I can have your friend, Mr. Bummer, appointed Minister to Brazil.'

"'Humble,' says I. 'And United States Marshal was the berth.'

"'Oh, yes,' says Mrs. Avery. 'I have so many deals of this sort I sometimes get them confused. Give me all the memoranda you have of the case, Mr. Peters, and come back in four days. I think it can be arranged by then.'

"So me and Andy goes back to our hotel and waits. Andy walks up and down and chews the left end of his mustache.

"'A woman of high intellect and perfect beauty is a rare thing, Jeff,' says he.

"'As rare,' says I, 'as an omelet made from the eggs of the fabulous bird known as the epidermis,' says I.

"'A woman like that,' says Andy, 'ought to lead a man to the highest positions of opulence and fame.'

"'I misdoubt,' says I, 'if any woman ever helped a man to secure a job any more than to have his meals ready promptly and spread a report that the other candidate's wife had once been a shoplifter. They are no more adapted for business and politics,' says I, 'than Algernon Charles Swinburne is to be floor manager at one of Chuck Connor's annual balls. I know,' says I to Andy, 'that sometimes a woman seems to step out into the kalsomine light as the charge d'affaires of her man's political job. But how does it come out? Say, they have a neat little berth somewhere as foreign consul of record to Afghanistan or lockkeeper on the Delaware and Raritan Canal. One day this man finds his wife putting on her overshoes and three months supply of bird seed into the canary's cage. "Sioux Falls?" he asks with a kind of hopeful light in his eye. "No, Arthur," says she, "Washington. We're wasted here," says she. "You ought to be Toady Extraordinary to the Court of St. Bridget or Head Porter of the Island of Porto Rico. I'm going to see about it."

"'Then this lady,' I says to Andy, 'moves against the authorities at Washington with her baggage and munitions, consisting of five dozen indiscriminating letters written to her by a member of the Cabinet when she was 15; a letter of introduction from King Leopold to the Smithsonian Institution, and a pink silk costume with canary colored spats.

"'Well and then what?' I goes. 'She has the letters printed in the evening papers that match her costume, she lectures at an informal tea given in the palm room of the B. & O. Depot and then calls on the President. The ninth Assistant Secretary of Commerce and Labor, the first aide-de-camp of the Blue Room and an unidentified colored man are waiting there to grasp her by the hands—and feet. They carry her out to S.W.B. street and leave her on a cellar door. That ends it. The next time we hear of her she is writing postcards to the Chinese Minister asking him to get Arthur a job in a tea store.'

"'Then,' says Andy, 'you don't think Mrs. Avery will land the Marshalship for Bill?'

"'I do not,' says I. 'I do not wish to be a sceptic, but I doubt if she can do as well as you and me could have done.'

"'I don't agree with you,' says Andy. 'I'll bet you she does. I'm proud of having a higher opinion of the talent and the powers of negotiation of ladies.'

"We was back at Mrs. Avery's hotel at the time she appointed. She was looking pretty and fine enough, as far as that went, to make any man let her name every officer in the country. But I hadn't much faith in looks, so I was certainly surprised when she pulls out a document with the great seal of the United States on it, and 'William Henry Humble' in a fine, big hand on the back.

"'You might have had it the next day, boys,' says Mrs. Avery, smiling. 'I hadn't the slightest trouble in getting it,' says she. 'I just asked for it, that's all. Now, I'd like to talk to you a while,' she goes on, 'but I'm awfully busy, and I know you'll excuse me. I've got an Ambassadorship, two Consulates and a dozen other minor applications to look after. I can hardly find time to sleep at all. You'll give my compliments to Mr. Humble when you get home, of course.'

"Well, I handed her the $500, which she pitched into her desk drawer without counting. I put Bill's appointment in my pocket and me and Andy made our adieus.

"We started back for the Territory the same day. We wired Bill: 'Job landed; get the tall glasses ready,' and we felt pretty good.

"Andy joshed me all the way about how little I knew about women.

"'All right,' says I. 'I'll admit that she surprised me. But it's the first time I ever knew one of 'em to manipulate a piece of business on time without getting it bungled up in some way,' says I.

"Down about the edge of Arkansas I got out Bill's appointment and looked it over, and then I handed it to Andy to read. Andy read it, but didn't add any remarks to my silence.

"The paper was for Bill, all right, and a genuine document, but it appointed him postmaster of Dade City, Fla.

"Me and Andy got off the train at Little Rock and sent Bill's appointment to him by mail. Then we struck northeast toward Lake Superior.

"I never saw Bill Humble after that."




Hearts and Hands



At Denver there was an influx of passengers into the coaches on the eastbound B. & M. express. In one coach there sat a very pretty young woman dressed in elegant taste and surrounded by all the luxurious comforts of an experienced traveler. Among the newcomers were two young men, one of handsome presence with a bold, frank countenance and manner; the other a ruffled, glum-faced person, heavily built and roughly dressed. The two were handcuffed together.

As they passed down the aisle of the coach the only vacant seat offered was a reversed one facing the attractive young woman. Here the linked couple seated themselves. The young woman's glance fell upon them with a distant, swift disinterest; then with a lovely smile brightening her countenance and a tender pink tingeing her rounded cheeks, she held out a little gray-gloved hand. When she spoke her voice, full, sweet, and deliberate, proclaimed that its owner was accustomed to speak and be heard.

"Well, Mr. Easton, if you will make me speak first, I suppose I must. Don't you ever recognize old friends when you meet them in the West?"

The younger man roused himself sharply at the sound of her voice, seemed to struggle with a slight embarrassment which he threw off instantly, and then clasped her fingers with his left hand.

"It's Miss Fairchild," he said, with a smile. "I'll ask you to excuse the other hand; it's otherwise engaged just at present."

He slightly raised his right hand, bound at the wrist by the shining "bracelet" to the left one of his companion. The glad look in the girl's eyes slowly changed to a bewildered horror. The glow faded from her cheeks. Her lips parted in a vague, relaxing distress. Easton, with a little laugh, as if amused, was about to speak again when the other forestalled him. The glum-faced man had been watching the girl's countenance with veiled glances from his keen, shrewd eyes.

"You'll excuse me for speaking, miss, but, I see you're acquainted with the marshal here. If you'll ask him to speak a word for me when we get to the pen he'll do it, and it'll make things easier for me there. He's taking me to Leavenworth prison. It's seven years for counterfeiting."

"Oh!" said the girl, with a deep breath and returning color. "So that is what you are doing out here? A marshal!"

"My dear Miss Fairchild," said Easton, calmly, "I had to do something. Money has a way of taking wings unto itself, and you know it takes money to keep step with our crowd in Washington. I saw this opening in the West, and—well, a marshalship isn't quite as high a position as that of ambassador, but—"

"The ambassador," said the girl, warmly, "doesn't call any more. He needn't ever have done so. You ought to know that. And so now you are one of these dashing Western heroes, and you ride and shoot and go into all kinds of dangers. That's different from the Washington life. You have been missed from the old crowd."

The girl's eyes, fascinated, went back, widening a little, to rest upon the glittering handcuffs.

"Don't you worry about them, miss," said the other man. "All marshals handcuff themselves to their prisoners to keep them from getting away. Mr. Easton knows his business."

"Will we see you again soon in Washington?" asked the girl.

"Not soon, I think," said Easton. "My butterfly days are over, I fear."

"I love the West," said the girl irrelevantly. Her eyes were shining softly. She looked away out the car window. She began to speak truly and simply without the gloss of style and manner: "Mamma and I spent the summer in Denver. She went home a week ago because father was slightly ill. I could live and be happy in the West. I think the air here agrees with me. Money isn't everything. But people always misunderstand things and remain stupid—"

"Say, Mr. Marshal," growled the glum-faced man. "This isn't quite fair. I'm needing a drink, and haven't had a smoke all day. Haven't you talked long enough? Take me in the smoker now, won't you? I'm half dead for a pipe."

The bound travelers rose to their feet, Easton with the same slow smile on his face.

"I can't deny a petition for tobacco," he said, lightly. "It's the one friend of the unfortunate. Good-bye, Miss Fairchild. Duty calls, you know." He held out his hand for a farewell.

"It's too bad you are not going East," she said, reclothing herself with manner and style. "But you must go on to Leavenworth, I suppose?"

"Yes," said Easton, "I must go on to Leavenworth."

The two men sidled down the aisle into the smoker.

The two passengers in a seat near by had heard most of the conversation. Said one of them: "That marshal's a good sort of chap. Some of these Western fellows are all right."

"Pretty young to hold an office like that, isn't he?" asked the other.

"Young!" exclaimed the first speaker, "why—Oh! didn't you catch on? Say—did you ever know an officer to handcuff a prisoner to his right hand?"




The Furnished Room



Restless, shifting, fugacious as time itself is a certain vast bulk of the population of the red brick district of the lower West Side. Homeless, they have a hundred homes. They flit from furnished room to furnished room, transients forever—transients in abode, transients in heart and mind. They sing "Home, Sweet Home" in ragtime; they carry their lares et penates in a bandbox; their vine is entwined about a picture hat; a rubber plant is their fig tree.

Hence the houses of this district, having had a thousand dwellers, should have a thousand tales to tell, mostly dull ones, no doubt; but it would be strange if there could not be found a ghost or two in the wake of all these vagrant guests.

One evening after dark a young man prowled among these crumbling red mansions, ringing their bells. At the twelfth he rested his lean hand-baggage upon the step and wiped the dust from his hatband and forehead. The bell sounded faint and far away in some remote, hollow depths.

To the door of this, the twelfth house whose bell he had rung, came a housekeeper who made him think of an unwholesome, surfeited worm that had eaten its nut to a hollow shell and now sought to fill the vacancy with edible lodgers.

He asked if there was a room to let.

"Come in," said the housekeeper. Her voice came from her throat; her throat seemed lined with fur. "I have the third floor back, vacant since a week back. Should you wish to look at it?"

The young man followed her up the stairs. A faint light from no particular source mitigated the shadows of the halls. They trod noiselessly upon a stair carpet that its own loom would have forsworn. It seemed to have become vegetable; to have degenerated in that rank, sunless air to lush lichen or spreading moss that grew in patches to the staircase and was viscid under the foot like organic matter. At each turn of the stairs were vacant niches in the wall. Perhaps plants had once been set within them. If so they had died in that foul and tainted air. It may be that statues of the saints had stood there, but it was not difficult to conceive that imps and devils had dragged them forth in the darkness and down to the unholy depths of some furnished pit below.

"This is the room," said the housekeeper, from her furry throat. "It's a nice room. It ain't often vacant. I had some most elegant people in it last summer—no trouble at all, and paid in advance to the minute. The water's at the end of the hall. Sprowls and Mooney kept it three months. They done a vaudeville sketch. Miss B'retta Sprowls—you may have heard of her—Oh, that was just the stage names —right there over the dresser is where the marriage certificate hung, framed. The gas is here, and you see there is plenty of closet room. It's a room everybody likes. It never stays idle long."

"Do you have many theatrical people rooming here?" asked the young man.

"They comes and goes. A good proportion of my lodgers is connected with the theatres. Yes, sir, this is the theatrical district. Actor people never stays long anywhere. I get my share. Yes, they comes and they goes."

He engaged the room, paying for a week in advance. He was tired, he said, and would take possession at once. He counted out the money. The room had been made ready, she said, even to towels and water. As the housekeeper moved away he put, for the thousandth time, the question that he carried at the end of his tongue.

"A young girl—Miss Vashner—Miss Eloise Vashner—do you remember such a one among your lodgers? She would be singing on the stage, most likely. A fair girl, of medium height and slender, with reddish, gold hair and a dark mole near her left eyebrow."

"No, I don't remember the name. Them stage people has names they change as often as their rooms. They comes and they goes. No, I don't call that one to mind."

No. Always no. Five months of ceaseless interrogation and the inevitable negative. So much time spent by day in questioning managers, agents, schools and choruses; by night among the audiences of theatres from all-star casts down to music halls so low that he dreaded to find what he most hoped for. He who had loved her best had tried to find her. He was sure that since her disappearance from home this great, water-girt city held her somewhere, but it was like a monstrous quicksand, shifting its particles constantly, with no foundation, its upper granules of today buried tomorrow in ooze and slime.

The furnished room received its latest guest with a first glow of pseudo-hospitality, a hectic, haggard, perfunctory welcome like the specious smile of a demirep. The sophistical comfort came in reflected gleams from the decayed furniture, the ragged brocade upholstery of a couch and two chairs, a footwide cheap pier glass between the two windows, from one or two gilt picture frames and a brass bedstead in a corner.

The guest reclined, inert, upon a chair, while the room, confused in speech as though it were an apartment in Babel, tried to discourse to him of its diver's tenantry.

A polychromatic rug like some brilliant-flowered rectangular, tropical islet lay surrounded by a billowy sea of soiled matting. Upon the gay-papered wall were those pictures that pursue the homeless one from house to house—The Huguenot Lovers, The First Quarrel, The Wedding Breakfast, Psyche at the Fountain. The mantel's chastely severe outline was ingloriously veiled behind some pert drapery drawn rakishly askew like the sashes of the Amazonian ballet. Upon it was some desolate flotsam cast aside by the room's marooned when a lucky sail had borne them to a fresh port—a trifling vase or two, pictures of actresses, a medicine bottle, some stray cards out of a deck.

One by one, as the characters of a cryptograph become explicit, the little signs left by the furnished room's procession of guests developed a significance. The threadbare space in the rug in front of the dresser told that lovely woman had marched in the throng. Tiny finger prints on the wall spoke of little prisoners trying to feel their way to sun and air. A splattered stain, raying like the shadow of a bursting bomb, witnessed where a hurled glass or bottle had splintered with its contents against the wall. Across the pier glass had been scrawled with a diamond in staggering letters the name "Marie". It seemed that the succession of dwellers in the furnished room had turned in fury—perhaps tempted beyond forbearance by its garish coldness—and wreaked upon it their passions. The furniture was chipped and bruised; the couch, distorted by bursting springs, seemed a horrible monster that had been slain during the stress of some grotesque convulsion. Some more potent upheaval had cloven a great slice from the marble mantel. Each plank in the floor owned its particular cant and shriek as from a separate and individual agony. It seemed incredible that all this malice and injury had been wrought upon the room by those who had called it for a time their home; and yet it may have been the cheated home instinct surviving blindly, the resentful rage at false household gods that had kindled their wrath. A hut that is our own we can sweep and adorn and cherish.

The young tenant in the chair allowed these thoughts to file, soft-shod, through his mind, while there drifted into the room furnished sounds and furnished scents. He heard in one room a tittering and incontinent, slack laughter; in others the monologue of a scold, the rattling of dice, a lullaby, and one crying dully; above him a banjo tinkled with spirit. Doors banged somewhere; the elevated trains roared intermittently; a cat yowled miserably upon a back fence. And he breathed the breath of the house—a dank savor rather than a smell —a cold, musty effluvium as from underground vaults mingled with the reeking exhalations of linoleum and mildewed and rotten woodwork.

Then, suddenly, as he rested there, the room was filled with the strong, sweet odor of mignonette. It came as upon a single buffet of wind with such sureness and fragrance and emphasis that it almost seemed a living visitant. And the man cried aloud: "What, dear?" as if he had been called, and sprang up and faced about. The rich odor clung to him and wrapped him around. He reached out his arms for it, all his senses for the time confused and commingled. How could one be peremptorily called by an odor? Surely it must have been a sound. But, was it not the sound that had touched, that had caressed him?

"She has been in this room," he cried, and he sprang to wrest from it a token, for he knew he would recognize the smallest thing that had belonged to her or that she had touched. This enveloping scent of mignonette, the odor that she had loved and made her own—whence came it?

The room had been but carelessly set in order. Scattered upon the flimsy dresser scarf were half a dozen hairpins—those discreet, indistinguishable friends of womankind, feminine of gender, infinite of mood and uncommunicative of tense. These he ignored, conscious of their triumphant lack of identity. Ransacking the drawers of the dresser he came upon a discarded, tiny, ragged handkerchief. He pressed it to his face. It was racy and insolent with heliotrope; he hurled it to the floor. In another drawer he found odd buttons, a theatre programme, a pawnbroker's card, two lost marshmallows, a book on the divination of dreams. In the last was a woman's black satin hair bow, which halted him, poised between ice and fire. But the black satin hairbow also is femininity's demure, impersonal, common ornament, and tells no tales.

And then he traversed the room like a hound on the scent, skimming the walls, considering the corners of the bulging matting on his hands and knees, rummaging mantel and tables, the curtains and hangings, the drunken cabinet in the corner, for a visible sign, unable to perceive that she was there beside, around, against, within, above him, clinging to him, wooing him, calling him so poignantly through the finer senses that even his grosser ones became cognizant of the call. Once again he answered loudly: "Yes, dear!" and turned, wild-eyed, to gaze on vacancy, for he could not yet discern form and color and love and outstretched arms in the odor of mignonette. Oh, God! Whence that odor, and since when have odors had a voice to call? Thus he groped.

He burrowed in crevices and corners, and found corks and cigarettes. These he passed in passive contempt. But once he found in a fold of the matting a half-smoked cigar, and this he ground beneath his heel with a green and trenchant oath. He sifted the room from end to end. He found dreary and ignoble small records of many a peripatetic tenant; but of her whom he sought, and who may have lodged there, and whose spirit seemed to hover there, he found no trace.

And then he thought of the housekeeper.

He ran from the haunted room downstairs and to a door that showed a crack of light. She came out to his knock. He smothered his excitement as best he could.

"Will you tell me, madam," he besought her, "who occupied the room I have before I came?"

"Yes, sir. I can tell you again. 'Twas Sprowls and Mooney, as I said. Miss B'retta Sprowls it was in the theatres, but Missis Mooney she was. My house is well known for respectability. The marriage certificate hung, framed, on a nail over—"

"What kind of a lady was Miss Sprowls—in looks, I mean?"

"Why, black-haired, sir, short, and stout, with a comical face. They left a week ago Tuesday."

"And before they occupied it?"

"Why, there was a single gentleman connected with the draying business. He left owing me a week. Before him was Missis Crowder and her two children, that stayed four months; and back of them was old Mr. Doyle, whose sons paid for him. He kept the room six months. That goes back a year, sir, and further I do not remember."

He thanked her and crept back to his room. The room was dead. The essence that had vivified it was gone. The perfume of mignonette had departed. In its place was the old, stale odor of mouldy house furniture, of atmosphere in storage.

The ebbing of his hope drained his faith. He sat staring at the yellow, singing gaslight. Soon he walked to the bed and began to tear the sheets into strips. With the blade of his knife he drove them tightly into every crevice around windows and door. When all was snug and taut he turned out the light, turned the gas full on again and laid himself gratefully upon the bed.

It was Mrs. McCool's night to go with the can for beer. So she fetched it and sat with Mrs. Purdy in one of those subterranean retreats where house-keepers foregather and the worm dieth seldom.

"I rented out my third floor, back, this evening," said Mrs. Purdy, across a fine circle of foam. "A young man took it. He went up to bed two hours ago."

"Now, did ye, Mrs. Purdy, ma'am?" said Mrs. McCool, with intense admiration. "You do be a wonder for rentin' rooms of that kind. And did ye tell him, then?" she concluded in a husky whisper, laden with mystery.

"Rooms," said Mrs. Purdy, in her furriest tones, "are furnished for to rent. I did not tell him, Mrs. McCool."

"'Tis right ye are, ma'am; 'tis by renting rooms we kape alive. Ye have the rale sense for business, ma'am. There be many people will rayjict the rentin' of a room if they be tould a suicide has been after dyin' in the bed of it."

"As you say, we has our living to be making," remarked Mrs. Purdy.

"Yis, ma'am; 'tis true. 'Tis just one wake ago this day I helped ye lay out the third floor, back. A pretty slip of a colleen she was to be killin' herself wid the gas—a swate little face she had, Mrs. Purdy, ma'am."

"She'd a-been called handsome, as you say," said Mrs. Purdy, assenting but critical, "but for that mole she had a-growin' by her left eyebrow. Do fill up your glass again, Mrs. McCool."




The Green Door



Suppose you should be walking down Broadway after dinner, with ten minutes allotted to the consummation of your cigar while you are choosing between a diverting tragedy and something serious in the way of vaudeville. Suddenly a hand is laid upon your arm. You turn to look into the thrilling eyes of a beautiful woman, wonderful in diamonds and Russian sables. She thrusts hurriedly into your hand an extremely hot buttered roll, flashes out a tiny pair of scissors, snips off the second button of your overcoat, meaningly ejaculates the one word, "parallelogram!" and swiftly flies down a cross street, looking back fearfully over her shoulder

That would be pure adventure. Would you accept it? Not you. You would flush with embarrassment; you would sheepishly drop the roll and continue down Broadway, fumbling feebly for the missing button. This you would do unless you are one of the blessed few in whom the pure spirit of adventure is not dead.

True adventurers have never been plentiful. They who are set down in print as such have been mostly business men with newly invented methods. They have been out after the things they wanted—golden fleeces, holy grails, lady loves, treasure, crowns and fame. The true adventurer goes forth aimless and uncalculating to meet and greet unknown fate. A fine example was the Prodigal Son—when he started back home.

Half-adventurers—brave and splendid figures—have been numerous. From the Crusades to the Palisades they have enriched the arts of history and fiction and the trade of historical fiction. But each of them had a prize to win, a goal to kick, an axe to grind, a race to run, a new thrust in tierce to deliver, a name to carve, a crow to pick—so they were not followers of true adventure.

In the big city the twin spirits Romance and Adventure are always abroad seeking worthy wooers. As we roam the streets they slyly peep at us and challenge us in twenty different guises. Without knowing why, we look up suddenly to see in a window a face that seems to belong to our gallery of intimate portraits; in a sleeping thoroughfare we hear a cry of agony and fear coming from an empty and shuttered house; instead of at our familiar curb, a cab-driver deposits us before a strange door, which one, with a smile, opens for us and bids us enter; a slip of paper, written upon, flutters down to our feet from the high lattices of Chance; we exchange glances of instantaneous hate, affection and fear with hurrying strangers in the passing crowds; a sudden douse of rain—and our umbrella may be sheltering the daughter of the Full Moon and first cousin of the Sidereal System; at every corner handkerchiefs drop, fingers beckon, eyes besiege, and the lost, the lonely, the rapturous, the mysterious, the perilous, changing clues of adventure are slipped into our fingers. But few of us are willing to hold and follow them. We are grown stiff with the ramrod of convention down our backs. We pass on; and some day we come, at the end of a very dull life, to reflect that our romance has been a pallid thing of a marriage or two, a satin rosette kept in a safe-deposit drawer, and a lifelong feud with a steam radiator.

Rudolf Steiner was a true adventurer. Few were the evenings on which he did not go forth from his hall bedchamber in search of the unexpected and the egregious. The most interesting thing in life seemed to him to be what might lie just around the next corner. Sometimes his willingness to tempt fate led him into strange paths. Twice he had spent the night in a station-house; again and again he had found himself the dupe of ingenious and mercenary tricksters; his watch and money had been the price of one flattering allurement. But with undiminished ardor he picked up every glove cast before him into the merry lists of adventure.

One evening Rudolf was strolling along a crosstown street in the older central part of the city. Two streams of people filled the sidewalks— the home-hurrying, and that restless contingent that abandons home for the specious welcome of the thousand-candle-power table d'hote.

The young adventurer was of pleasing presence, and moved serenely and watchfully. By daylight he was a salesman in a piano store. He wore his tie drawn through a topaz ring instead of fastened with a stick pin; and once he had written to the editor of a magazine that "Junie's Love Test" by Miss Libbey, had been the book that had most influenced his life.

During his walk a violent chattering of teeth in a glass case on the sidewalk seemed at first to draw his attention (with a qualm), to a restaurant before which it was set; but a second glance revealed the electric letters of a dentist's sign high above the next door. A giant negro, fantastically dressed in a red embroidered coat, yellow trousers and a military cap, discreetly distributed cards to those of the passing crowd who consented to take them.

This mode of dentistic advertising was a common sight to Rudolf. Usually he passed the dispenser of the dentist's cards without reducing his store; but tonight the African slipped one into his hand so deftly that he retained it there smiling a little at the successful feat.

When he had traveled a few yards further he glanced at the card indifferently. Surprised, he turned it over and looked again with interest. One side of the card was blank; on the other was written in ink three words, "The Green Door." And then Rudolf saw, three steps in front of him, a man throw down the card the negro had given him as he passed. Rudolf picked it up. It was printed with the dentist's name and address and the usual schedule of "plate work" and "bridge work" and specious promises of "painless" operations.

The adventurous piano salesman halted at the corner and considered. Then he crossed the street, walked down a block, recrossed and joined the upward current of people again. Without seeming to notice the negro as he passed the second time, he carelessly took the card that was handed him. Ten steps away he inspected it. In the same handwriting that appeared on the first card "The Green Door" was inscribed upon it. Three or four cards were tossed to the pavement by pedestrians both following and leading him. These fell blank side up. Rudolf turned them over. Every one bore the printed legend of the dental "parlors."

Rarely did the arch sprite Adventure need to beckon twice to Rudolf Steiner, his true follower. But twice it had been done, and the quest was on.

Rudolf walked slowly back to where the giant negro stood by the case of rattling teeth. This time as he passed he received no card. In spite of his gaudy and ridiculous garb, the Ethiopian displayed a natural barbaric dignity as he stood, offering the cards suavely to some, allowing others to pass unmolested. Every half minute he chanted a harsh, unintelligible phrase akin to the jabber of car conductors and grand opera. And not only did he withhold a card this time, but it seemed to Rudolf that he received from the shining and massive black countenance a look of cold, almost contemptuous disdain.

The look stung the adventurer. He read in it a silent accusation that he had been found wanting. Whatever the mysterious written words on the cards might mean, the black had selected him twice from the throng for their recipient; and now seemed to have condemned him as deficient in the wit and spirit to engage the enigma.

Standing aside from the rush, the young man made a rapid estimate of the building in which he conceived that his adventure must lie. Five stories high it rose. A small restaurant occupied the basement.

The first floor, now closed, seemed to house millinery or furs. The second floor, by the winking electric letters, was the dentist's. Above this a polyglot babel of signs struggled to indicate the abodes of palmists, dressmakers, musicians and doctors. Still higher up draped curtains and milk bottles white on the window sills proclaimed the regions of domesticity.

After concluding his survey Rudolf walked briskly up the high flight of stone steps into the house. Up two flights of the carpeted stairway he continued; and at its top paused. The hallway there was dimly lighted by two pale jets of gas one—far to his right, the other nearer, to his left. He looked toward the nearer light and saw, within its wan halo, a green door. For one moment he hesitated; then he seemed to see the contumelious sneer of the African juggler of cards; and then he walked straight to the green door and knocked against it.

Moments like those that passed before his knock was answered measure the quick breath of true adventure. What might not be behind those green panels! Gamesters at play; cunning rogues baiting their traps with subtle skill; beauty in love with courage, and thus planning to be sought by it; danger, death, love, disappointment, ridicule—any of these might respond to that temerarious rap.

A faint rustle was heard inside, and the door slowly opened. A girl not yet twenty stood there, white-faced and tottering. She loosed the knob and swayed weakly, groping with one hand. Rudolf caught her and laid her on a faded couch that stood against the wall. He closed the door and took a swift glance around the room by the light of a flickering gas jet. Neat, but extreme poverty was the story that he read.

The girl lay still, as if in a faint. Rudolf looked around the room excitedly for a barrel. People must be rolled upon a barrel who—no, no; that was for drowned persons. He began to fan her with his hat. That was successful, for he struck her nose with the brim of his derby and she opened her eyes. And then the young man saw that hers, indeed, was the one missing face from his heart's gallery of intimate portraits. The frank, grey eyes, the little nose, turning pertly outward; the chestnut hair, curling like the tendrils of a pea vine, seemed the right end and reward of all his wonderful adventures. But the face was wofully thin and pale.

The girl looked at him calmly, and then smiled.

"Fainted, didn't I?" she asked, weakly. "Well, who wouldn't? You try going without anything to eat for three days and see!"

"Himmel!" exclaimed Rudolf, jumping up. "Wait till I come back."

He dashed out the green door and down the stairs. In twenty minutes he was back again, kicking at the door with his toe for her to open it. With both arms he hugged an array of wares from the grocery and the restaurant. On the table he laid them—bread and butter, cold meats, cakes, pies, pickles, oysters, a roasted chicken, a bottle of milk and one of redhot tea.

"This is ridiculous," said Rudolf, blusteringly, "to go without eating. You must quit making election bets of this kind. Supper is ready." He helped her to a chair at the table and asked: "Is there a cup for the tea?" "On the shelf by the window," she answered. When he turned again with the cup he saw her, with eyes shining rapturously, beginning upon a huge Dill pickle that she had rooted out from the paper bags with a woman's unerring instinct. He took it from her, laughingly, and poured the cup full of milk. "Drink that first" he ordered, "and then you shall have some tea, and then a chicken wing. If you are very good you shall have a pickle tomorrow. And now, if you'll allow me to be your guest we'll have supper."

He drew up the other chair. The tea brightened the girl's eyes and brought back some of her color. She began to eat with a sort of dainty ferocity like some starved wild animal. She seemed to regard the young man's presence and the aid he had rendered her as a natural thing—not as though she undervalued the conventions; but as one whose great stress gave her the right to put aside the artificial for the human. But gradually, with the return of strength and comfort, came also a sense of the little conventions that belong; and she began to tell him her little story. It was one of a thousand such as the city yawns at every day—the shop girl's story of insufficient wages, further reduced by "fines" that go to swell the store's profits; of time lost through illness; and then of lost positions, lost hope, and—the knock of the adventurer upon the green door.

But to Rudolf the history sounded as big as the Iliad or the crisis in "Junie's Love Test."

"To think of you going through all that," he exclaimed.

"It was something fierce," said the girl, solemnly.

"And you have no relatives or friends in the city?"

"None whatever."

"I am all alone in the world, too," said Rudolf, after a pause.

"I am glad of that," said the girl, promptly; and somehow it pleased the young man to hear that she approved of his bereft condition.

Very suddenly her eyelids dropped and she sighed deeply.

"I'm awfully sleepy," she said, "and I feel so good."

Then Rudolf rose and took his hat. "I'll say good-night. A long night's sleep will be fine for you."

He held out his hand, and she took it and said "good-night." But her eyes asked a question so eloquently, so frankly and pathetically that he answered it with words.

"Oh, I'm coming back tomorrow to see how you are getting along. You can't get rid of me so easily."

Then, at the door, as though the way of his coming had been so much less important than the fact that he had come, she asked: "How did you come to knock at my door?"

He looked at her for a moment, remembering the cards, and felt a sudden jealous pain. What if they had fallen into other hands as adventurous as his? Quickly he decided that she must never know the truth. He would never let her know that he was aware of the strange expedient to which she had been driven by her great distress.

"One of our piano tuners lives in this house," he said. "I knocked at your door by mistake."

The last thing he saw in the room before the green door closed was her smile.

At the head of the stairway he paused and looked curiously about him. And then he went along the hallway to its other end; and, coming back, ascended to the floor above and continued his puzzled explorations. Every door that he found in the house was painted green.

Wondering, he descended to the sidewalk. The fantastic African was still there. Rudolf confronted him with his two cards in his hand.

"Will you tell me why you gave me these cards and what they mean?" he asked.

In a broad, good-natured grin the negro exhibited a splendid advertisement of his master's profession.

"Dar it is, boss," he said, pointing down the street. "But I 'spect you is a little late for de fust act."

Looking the way he pointed Rudolf saw above the entrance to a theatre the blazing electric sign of its new play, "The Green Door."

"I'm informed dat it's a fust-rate show, sah," said the negro. "De agent what represents it pussented me with a dollar, sah, to distribute a few of his cards along with de doctah's. May I offer you one of de doctah's cards, sah?"

At the corner of the block in which he lived Rudolf stopped for a glass of beer and a cigar. When he had come out with his lighted weed he buttoned his coat, pushed back his hat and said, stoutly, to the lamp post on the corner:

"All the same, I believe it was the hand of Fate that doped out the way for me to find her."

Which conclusion, under the circumstances, certainly admits Rudolf Steiner to the ranks of the true followers of Romance and Adventure.




A Municipal Report



The cities are full of pride,

Challenging each to each—

This from her mountainside, That from her burthened beach.

—R. KIPLING.





Fancy a novel about Chicago or Buffalo, let us say, or Nashville, Tennessee! There are just three big cities in the United States that are "story cities"—New York, of course, New Orleans, and, best of the lot, San Francisco.

—FRANK NORRIS

East is East, and West is San Francisco, according to Californians. Californians are a race of people; they are not merely inhabitants of a State. They are the Southerners of the West. Now, Chicagoans are no less loyal to their city; but when you ask them why, they stammer and speak of lake fish and the new Odd Fellows Building. But Californians go into detail.

Of course they have, in the climate, an argument that is good for half an hour while you are thinking of your coal bills and heavy underwear. But as soon as they come to mistake your silence for conviction, madness comes upon them, and they picture the city of the Golden Gate as the Bagdad of the New World. So far, as a matter of opinion, no refutation is necessary. But, dear cousins all (from Adam and Eve descended), it is a rash one who will lay his finger on the map and say: "In this town there can be no romance—what could happen here?" Yes, it is a bold and a rash deed to challenge in one sentence history, romance, and Rand and McNally.

NASHVILLE—A city, port of delivery, and the capital of the State of Tennessee, is on the Cumberland River and on the N. C. & St. L. and the L. & N. railroads. This city is regarded as the most important educational centre in the South.

I stepped off the train at 8 P.M.. Having searched the thesaurus in vain for adjectives, I must, as a substitution, hie me to comparison in the form of a recipe.

Take a London fog 30 parts; malaria 10 parts; gas leaks 20 parts; dewdrops gathered in a brick yard at sunrise, 25 parts; odor of honeysuckle 15 parts. Mix.

The mixture will give you an approximate conception of a Nashville drizzle. It is not so fragrant as a moth-ball nor as thick as pea-soup; but 'tis enough—'twill serve.

I went to a hotel in a tumbril. It required strong self-suppression for me to keep from climbing to the top of it and giving an imitation of Sidney Carton. The vehicle was drawn by beasts of a bygone era and driven by something dark and emancipated.

I was sleepy and tired, so when I got to the hotel I hurriedly paid it the fifty cents it demanded (with approximate lagniappe, I assure you). I knew its habits; and I did not want to hear it prate about its old "marster" or anything that happened "befo' de wah."

The hotel was one of the kind described as "renovated." That means $20,000 worth of new marble pillars, tiling, electric lights and brass cuspidors in the lobby, and a new L. & N. time table and a lithograph of Lookout Mountain in each one of the great rooms above. The management was without reproach, the attention full of exquisite Southern courtesy, the service as slow as the progress of a snail and as good-humored as Rip Van Winkle. The food was worth traveling a thousand miles for. There is no other hotel in the world where you can get such chicken livers en brochette.

At dinner I asked a Negro waiter if there was anything doing in town. He pondered gravely for a minute, and then replied: "Well, boss, I don't really reckon there's anything at all doin' after sundown."

Sundown had been accomplished; it had been drowned in the drizzle long before. So that spectacle was denied me. But I went forth upon the streets in the drizzle to see what might be there.

It is built on undulating grounds; and the streets are lighted by electricity at a cost of $32,470 per annum.

As I left the hotel there was a race riot. Down upon me charged a company of freedmen, or Arabs, or Zulus, armed with—no, I saw with relief that they were not rifles, but whips. And I saw dimly a caravan of black, clumsy vehicles; and at the reassuring shouts, "Kyar you anywhere in the town, boss, fuh fifty cents," I reasoned that I was merely a "fare" instead of a victim.

I walked through long streets, all leading uphill. I wondered how those streets ever came down again. Perhaps they didn't until they were "graded". On a few of the "main streets" I saw lights in stores here and there; saw street cars go by conveying worthy burghers hither and yon; saw people pass engaged in the art of conversation, and heard a burst of semi-lively laughter issuing from a soda-water and ice-cream parlor. The streets other than "main" seemed to have enticed upon their borders houses consecrated to peace and domesticity. In many of them lights shone behind discreetly drawn window shades; in a few pianos tinkled orderly and irreproachable music. There was, indeed, little "doing". I wished I had come before sundown. So I returned to my hotel.

In November, 1864, the Confederate General Hood advanced against Nashville, where he shut up a National force under General Thomas. The latter then sallied forth and defeated the Confederates in a terrible conflict.

All my life I have heard of, admired, and witnessed the fine marksmanship of the South in its peaceful conflicts in the tobacco-chewing regions. But in my hotel a surprise awaited me. There were twelve bright, new, imposing, capacious brass cuspidors in the great lobby, tall enough to be called urns and so wide-mouthed that the crack pitcher of a lady baseball team should have been able to throw a ball into one of them at five paces distant. But, although a terrible battle had raged and was still raging, the enemy had not suffered. Bright, new, imposing, capacious, untouched, they stood. But, shades of Jefferson Brick! the tile floor—the beautiful tile floor! I could not avoid thinking of the battle of Nashville, and trying to draw, as is my foolish habit, some deductions about hereditary marksmanship.

Here I first saw Major (by misplaced courtesy) Wentworth Caswell. I knew him for a type the moment my eyes suffered from the sight of him. A rat has no geographical habitat. My old friend, A. Tennyson, said, as he so well said almost everything:

Prophet, curse me the blabbing lip,

And curse me the British vermin, the rat.

Let us regard the word "British" as interchangeable ad lib. A rat is a rat.

This man was hunting about the hotel lobby like a starved dog that had forgotten where he had buried a bone. He had a face of great acreage, red, pulpy, and with a kind of sleepy massiveness like that of Buddha. He possessed one single virtue—he was very smoothly shaven. The mark of the beast is not indelible upon a man until he goes about with a stubble. I think that if he had not used his razor that day I would have repulsed his advances, and the criminal calendar of the world would have been spared the addition of one murder.

I happened to be standing within five feet of a cuspidor when Major Caswell opened fire upon it. I had been observant enough to percieve that the attacking force was using Gatlings instead of squirrel rifles; so I side-stepped so promptly that the major seized the opportunity to apologize to a noncombatant. He had the blabbing lip. In four minutes he had become my friend and had dragged me to the bar.

I desire to interpolate here that I am a Southerner. But I am not one by profession or trade. I eschew the string tie, the slouch hat, the Prince Albert, the number of bales of cotton destroyed by Sherman, and plug chewing. When the orchestra plays Dixie I do not cheer. I slide a little lower on the leather-cornered seat and, well, order another Würzburger and wish that Longstreet had—but what's the use?

Major Caswell banged the bar with his fist, and the first gun at Fort Sumter re-echoed. When he fired the last one at Appomattox I began to hope. But then he began on family trees, and demonstrated that Adam was only a third cousin of a collateral branch of the Caswell family. Genealogy disposed of, he took up, to my distaste, his private family matters. He spoke of his wife, traced her descent back to Eve, and profanely denied any possible rumor that she may have had relations in the land of Nod.

By this time I was beginning to suspect that he was trying to obscure by noise the fact that he had ordered the drinks, on the chance that I would be bewildered into paying for them. But when they were down he crashed a silver dollar loudly upon the bar. Then, of course, another serving was obligatory. And when I had paid for that I took leave of him brusquely; for I wanted no more of him. But before I had obtained my release he had prated loudly of an income that his wife received, and showed a handful of silver money.

When I got my key at the desk the clerk said to me courteously: "If that man Caswell has annoyed you, and if you would like to make a complaint, we will have him ejected. He is a nuisance, a loafer, and without any known means of support, although he seems to have some money most the time. But we don't seem to be able to hit upon any means of throwing him out legally."

"Why, no," said I, after some reflection; "I don't see my way clear to making a complaint. But I would like to place myself on record as asserting that I do not care for his company. Your town," I continued, "seems to be a quiet one. What manner of entertainment, adventure, or excitement have you to offer to the stranger within your gates?"

"Well, sir," said the clerk, "there will be a show here next Thursday. It is—I'll look it up and have the announcement sent up to your room with the ice water. Good night."

After I went up to my room I looked out the window. It was only about ten o'clock, but I looked upon a silent town. The drizzle continued, spangled with dim lights, as far apart as currants in a cake sold at the Ladies' Exchange.

"A quiet place," I said to myself, as my first shoe struck the ceiling of the occupant of the room beneath mine. "Nothing of the life here that gives color and variety to the cities in the East and West. Just a good, ordinary, humdrum, business town."

Nashville occupies a foremost place among the manufacturing centres of the country. It is the fifth boot and shoe market in the United States, the largest candy and cracker manufacturing city in the South, and does an enormous wholesale dry goods, grocery, and drug business.

I must tell you how I came to be in Nashville, and I assure you the digression brings as much tedium to me as it does to you. I was traveling elsewhere on my own business, but I had a commission from a Northern literary magazine to stop over there and establish a personal connection between the publication and one of its contributors, Azalea Adair.

Adair (there was no clue to the personality except the handwriting) had sent in some essays (lost art!) and poems that had made the editors swear approvingly over their one o'clock luncheon. So they had commissioned me to round up said Adair and corner by contract his or her output at two cents a word before some other publisher offered her ten or twenty.

At nine o'clock the next morning, after my chicken livers en brochette (try them if you can find that hotel), I strayed out into the drizzle, which was still on for an unlimited run. At the first corner, I came upon Uncle Caesar. He was a stalwart Negro, older than the pyramids, with gray wool and a face that reminded me of Brutus, and a second afterwards of the late King Cettiwayo. He wore the most remarkable coat that I ever had seen or expect to see. It reached to his ankles an had once been a Confederate gray in colors. But rain and sun and age had so variegated it that Joseph's coat, beside it, would have faded to a pale monochrome. I must linger with that coat, for it has to do with the story—the story that is so long in coming, because you can hardly expect anything to happen in Nashville.

Once it must have been the military coat of an officer. The cape of it had vanished, but all adown its front it had been frogged and tasseled magnificently. But now the frogs and tassles were gone. In their stead had been patiently stitched (I surmised by some surviving "black mammy") new frogs made of cunningly twisted common hempen twine. This twine was frayed and disheveled. It must have been added to the coat as a substitute for vanished splendors, with tasteless but painstaking devotion, for it followed faithfully the curves of the long-missing frogs. And, to complete the comedy and pathos of the garment, all its buttons were gone save one. The second button from the top alone remained. The coat was fastened by other twine strings tied through the buttonholes and other holes rudely pierced in the opposite side. There was never such a weird garment so fantastically bedecked and of so many mottled hues. The lone button was the size of a half-dollar, made of yellow horn and sewed on with coarse twine.

This Negro stood by a carriage so old that Ham himself might have started a hack line with it after he left the ark with the two animals hitched to it. As I approached he threw open the door, drew out a feather duster, waved it without using it, and said in deep, rumbling tones:

"Step right in, suh; ain't a speck of dust in it—jus' got back from a funeral, suh."

I inferred that on such gala occasions carriages were given an extra cleaning. I looked up and down the street and perceived that there was little choice among the vehicles for hire that lined the curb. I looked in my memorandum book for the address of Azalea Adair.

"I want to go to 861 Jessamine Street," I said, and was about to step into the hack. But for an instant the thick, long, gorilla-like arm of the old Negro barred me. On his massive and saturnine face a look of sudden suspicion and enmity flashed for a moment. Then, with quickly returning conviction, he asked blandishingly: "What are you gwine there for, boss?"

"What is it to you?" I asked, a little sharply.

"Nothin', suh, jus' nothin'. Only it's a lonesome kind of part of town and few folks ever has business out there. Step right in. The seats is clean—jes' got back from a funeral, suh."

A mile and a half it must have been to our journey's end. I could hear nothing but the fearful rattle of the ancient hack over the uneven brick paving; I could smell nothing but the drizzle, now further flavored with coal smoke and something like a mixture of tar and oleander blossoms. All I could see through the streaming windows were two rows of dim houses.

The city has an area of 10 square miles; 181 miles of streets, of which 137 miles are paved; a system of waterworks that cost $2,000,000, with 77 miles of mains.

Eight-sixty-one Jessamine Street was a decayed mansion. Thirty yards back from the street it stood, outmerged in a splendid grove of trees and untrimmed shrubbery. A row of box bushes overflowed and almost hid the paling fence from sight; the gate was kept closed by a rope noose that encircled the gate post and the first paling of the gate. But when you got inside you saw that 861 was a shell, a shadow, a ghost of former grandeur and excellence. But in the story, I have not yet got inside.

When the hack had ceased from rattling and the weary quadrupeds came to a rest I handed my jehu his fifty cents with an additional quarter, feeling a glow of conscious generosity, as I did so. He refused it.

"It's two dollars, suh," he said.

"How's that?" I asked. "I plainly heard you call out at the hotel: 'Fifty cents to any part of the town.'"

"It's two dollars, suh," he repeated obstinately. "It's a long ways from the hotel."

"It is within the city limits and well within them." I argued. "Don't think that you have picked up a greenhorn Yankee. Do you see those hills over there?" I went on, pointing toward the east (I could not see them, myself, for the drizzle); "well, I was born and raised on their other side. You old fool nigger, can't you tell people from other people when you see 'em?"

The grim face of King Cettiwayo softened. "Is you from the South, suh? I reckon it was them shoes of yourn fooled me. They is somethin' sharp in the toes for a Southern gen'lman to wear."

"Then the charge is fifty cents, I suppose?" said I inexorably.

His former expression, a mingling of cupidity and hostility, returned, remained ten seconds, and vanished.

"Boss," he said, "fifty cents is right; but I—needs—two dollars, suh; I'm—obleeged—to have two dollars. I ain't demandin'— it now, suh; after I know whar you's from; I'm jus' sayin' that I—has—to have two dollars tonight, and business mighty po'."

Peace and confidence settled upon his heavy features. He had been luckier than he had hoped. Instead of having picked up a greenhorn, ignorant of rates, he had come upon an inheritance.

"You confounded old rascal," I said, reaching down to my pocket, "you ought to be turned over to the police."

For the first time I saw him smile. He knew; he knew. HE KNEW.

I gave him two one-dollar bills. As I handed them over I noticed that one of them had seen parlous times. Its upper right-hand corner was missing, and it had been torn through the middle, but joined again. A strip of blue tissue paper, pasted over the split, preserved its negotiability.

Enough of the African bandit for the present: I left him happy, lifted the rope and opened a creaky gate.

The house, as I said, was a shell. A paint brush had not touched it in twenty years. I could not see why a strong wind should not have bowled it over like a house of cards until I looked again at the trees that hugged it close—the trees that saw the battle of Nashville and still drew their protecting branches around it against storm and enemy and cold.

Azalea Adair, fifty years old, white-haired, a descendant of the cavaliers, as thin and frail as the house she lived in, robed in the cheapest and cleanest dress I ever saw, with an air as simple as a queen's, received me.

The reception room seemed a mile square, because there was nothing in it except some rows of books, on unpainted white-pine bookshelves, a cracked marble-top table, a rag rug, a hairless horsehair sofa and two or three chairs. Yes, there was a picture on the wall, a colored crayon drawing of a cluster of pansies. I looked around for the portrait of Andrew Jackson and the pinecone hanging basket but they were not there.

Azalea Adair and I had conversation, a little of which will be repeated to you. She was a product of the old South, gently nurtured in the sheltered life. Her learning was not broad, but was deep and of splendid originality in its somewhat narrow scope. She had been educated at home, and her knowledge of the world was derived from inference and by inspiration. Of such is the precious, small group of essayists made. While she talked to me I kept brushing my fingers, trying, unconsciously, to rid them guiltily of the absent dust from the half-calf backs of Lamb, Chaucer, Hazlitt, Marcus Aurelius, Montaigne and Hood. She was exquisite, she was a valuable discovery. Nearly everybody nowadays knows too much—oh, so much too much—of real life.

I could perceive clearly that Azalea Adair was very poor. A house and a dress she had, not much else, I fancied. So, divided between my duty to the magazine and my loyalty to the poets and essayists who fought Thomas in the valley of the Cumberland, I listened to her voice, which was like a harpsichord's, and found that I could not speak of contracts. In the presence of the nine Muses and the three Graces one hesitated to lower the topic to two cents. There would have to be another colloquy after I had regained my commercialism. But I spoke of my mission, and three o'clock of the next afternoon was set for the discussion of the business proposition.

"Your town," I said, as I began to make ready to depart (which is the time for smooth generalities), "seems to be a quiet, sedate place. A home town, I should say, where few things out of the ordinary ever happen."

It carries on an extensive trade in stoves and hollow ware with the West and South, and its flouring mills have a daily capacity of more than 2,000 barrels.

Azalea Adair seemed to reflect.

"I have never thought of it that way," she said, with a kind of sincere intensity that seemed to belong to her. "Isn't it in the still, quiet places that things do happen? I fancy that when God began to create the earth on the first Monday morning one could have leaned out one's window and heard the drops of mud splashing from His trowel as He built up the everlasting hills. What did the noisiest project in the world—I mean the building of the Tower of Babel—result in finally? A page and a half of Esperanto in the North American Review."

"Of course," said I platitudinously, "human nature is the same everywhere; but there is more color—er—more drama and movement and—er—romance in some cities than in others."

"On the surface," said Azalea Adair. "I have traveled many times around the world in a golden airship wafted on two wings—print and dreams. I have seen (on one of my imaginary tours) the Sultan of Turkey bowstring with his own hands one of his wives who had uncovered her face in public. I have seen a man in Nashville tear up his theatre tickets because his wife was going out with her face covered—with rice powder. In San Francisco's Chinatown I saw the slave girl Sing Yee dipped slowly, inch by inch, in boiling almond oil to make her swear she would never see her American lover again. She gave in when the boiling oil had reached three inches above her knee. At a euchre party in East Nashville the other night I saw Kitty Morgan cut dead by seven of her schoolmates and lifelong friends because she had married a house painter. The boiling oil was sizzling as high as her heart; but I wish you could have seen the fine little smile that she carried from table to table. Oh, yes, it is a humdrum town. Just a few miles of red brick houses and mud and lumber yards."

Some one knocked hollowly at the back of the house. Azalea Adair breathed a soft apology and went to investigate the sound. She came back in three minutes with brightened eyes, a faint flush on her cheeks, and ten years lifted from her shoulders.

"You must have a cup of tea before you go," she said, "and a sugar cake."

She reached and shook a little iron bell. In shuffled a small Negro girl about twelve, barefoot, not very tidy, glowering at me with thumb in mouth and bulging eyes.

Azlea Adair opened a tiny, worn purse and drew out a dollar bill, a dollar bill with the upper right-hand corner missing, torn in two pieces, and pasted together again with a strip of blue tissue paper. It was one of the bills I had given the piratical Negro—there was no doubt about it.

"Go up to Mr. Baker's store on the corner, Impy," she said, handing the girl the dollar bill, "and get a quarter of a pound of tea—the kind he always sends me—and ten cents worth of sugar cakes. Now, hurry. The supply of tea in the house happens to be exhausted," she explained to me.

Impy left by the back way. Before the scrape of her hard, bare feet had died away on the back porch, a wild shriek—I was sure it was hers— filled the hollow house. Then the deep, gruff tones of an angry man's voice mingled with the girl's further squeals and unintelligible words.

Azalea Adair rose without surprise or emotion and disappeared. For two minutes I heard the hoarse rumble of the man's voice; then something like an oath and a slight scuffle, and she returned calmly to her chair.

"This is a roomy house," she said, "and I have a tenant for part of it. I am sorry to have to rescind my invitation to tea. It was impossible to get the kind I always use at the store. Perhaps tomorrow, Mr. Baker will be able to supply me."

I was sure that Impy had not had time to leave the house. I inquired concerning street-car lines and took my leave. After I was well on my way I remembered that I had not learned Azalea Adair's name. But tomorrow would do.

That same day I started in on the course of iniquity that this uneventful city forced upon me. I was in the town only two days, but in that time I managed to lie shamelessly by telegraph, and to be an accomplice—after the fact, if that is the correct legal term—to a murder.

As I rounded the corner nearest my hotel the Afrite coachman of the polychromatic, nonpareil coat seized me, swung open the dungeony door of his peripatetic sarcophagus, flirted his feather duster and began his ritual: "Step right in, boss. Carriage is clean—jus' got back from a funeral. Fifty cents to any—"

And then he knew me and grinned broadly. "'Scuse me, boss; you is de gen'l'man what rid out with me dis mawnin'. Thank you kindly, suh."

"I am going out to 861 again tomorrow afternoon at three," said I, "and if you will be here, I'll let you drive me. So you know Miss Adair?" I concluded, thinking of my dollar bill.

"I belonged to her father, Judge Adair, suh," he replied.

"I judge that she is pretty poor," I said. "She hasn't much money to speak of, has she?"

For an instant I looked again at the fierce countenance of King Cettiwayo, and then he changed back to an extortionate old Negro hack driver.

"She ain't gwine to starve, suh," he said slowly. "She has reso'ces, suh; she has reso'ces."

"I shall pay you fifty cents for the trip," said I.

"Dat is puffeckly correct, suh," he answered humbly. "I jus' had to have dat two dollars dis mawnin', boss."

I went to the hotel and lied by electricity. I wired the magazine: "A. Adair holds out for eight cents a word."

The answer that came back was: "Give it to her quick you duffer."

Just before dinner "Major" Wentworth Caswell bore down upon me with the greetings of a long-lost friend. I have seen few men whom I have so instantaneously hated, and of whom it was so difficult to be rid. I was standing at the bar when he invaded me; therefore I could not wave the white ribbon in his face. I would have paid gladly for the drinks, hoping, thereby, to escape another; but he was one of those despicable, roaring, advertising bibbers who must have brass bands and fireworks attend upon every cent that they waste in their follies.

With an air of producing millions he drew two one-dollar bills from a pocket and dashed one of them upon the bar. I looked once more at the dollar bill with the upper right-hand corner missing, torn through the middle, and patched with a strip of blue tissue paper. It was my dollar bill again. It could have been no other.

I went up to my room. The drizzle and the monotony of a dreary, eventless Southern town had made me tired and listless. I remember that just before I went to bed I mentally disposed of the mysterious dollar bill (which might have formed the clew to a tremendously fine detective story of San Francisco) by saying to myself sleepily: "Seems as if a lot of people here own stock in the Hack-Driver's Trust. Pays dividends promptly, too. Wonder if—" Then I fell asleep.

King Cettiwayo was at his post the next day, and rattled my bones over the stones out to 861. He was to wait and rattle me back again when I was ready.

Azalea Adair looked paler and cleaner and frailer than she had looked on the day before. After she had signed the contract at eight cents per word she grew still paler and began to slip out of her chair. Without much trouble I managed to get her up on the antediluvian horsehair sofa and then I ran out to the sidewalk and yelled to the coffee-colored Pirate to bring a doctor. With a wisdom that I had not expected in him, he abandoned his team and struck off up the street afoot, realizing the value of speed. In ten minutes he returned with a grave, gray-haired and capable man of medicine. In a few words (worth much less than eight cents each) I explained to him my presence in the hollow house of mystery. He bowed with stately understanding, and turned to the old Negro.

"Uncle Caesar," he said calmly, "Run up to my house and ask Miss Lucy to give you a cream pitcher full of fresh milk and half a tumbler of port wine. And hurry back. Don't drive—run. I want you to get back sometime this week."

It occurred to me that Dr. Merriman also felt a distrust as to the speeding powers of the land-pirate's steeds. After Uncle Caesar was gone, lumberingly, but swiftly, up the street, the doctor looked me over with great politeness and as much careful calculation until he had decided that I might do.

"It is only a case of insufficient nutrition," he said. "In other words, the result of poverty, pride, and starvation. Mrs. Caswell has many devoted friends who would be glad to aid her, but she will accept nothing except from that old Negro, Uncle Caesar, who was once owned by her family."

"Mrs. Caswell!" said I, in surprise. And then I looked at the contract and saw that she had signed it "Azalea Adair Caswell."

"I thought she was Miss Adair," I said.

"Married to a drunken, worthless loafer, sir," said the doctor. "It is said that he robs her even of the small sums that her old servant contributes toward her support."

When the milk and wine had been brought the doctor soon revived Azalea Adair. She sat up and talked of the beauty of the autumn leaves that were then in season, and their height of color. She referred lightly to her fainting seizure as the outcome of an old palpitation of the heart. Impy fanned her as she lay on the sofa. The doctor was due elsewhere, and I followed him to the door. I told him that it was within my power and intentions to make a reasonable advance of money to Azalea Adair on future contributions to the magazine, and he seemed pleased.

"By the way," he said, "perhaps you would like to know that you have had royalty for a coachman. Old Caesar's grandfather was a king in Congo. Caesar himself has royal ways, as you may have observed."

As the doctor was moving off I heard Uncle Caesar's voice inside: "Did he get bofe of dem two dollars from you, Mis' Zalea?"

"Yes, Caesar," I heard Azalea Adair answer weakly. And then I went in and concluded business negotiations with our contributor. I assumed the responsibility of advancing fifty dollars, putting it as a necessary formality in binding our bargain. And then Uncle Caesar drove me back to the hotel.

Here ends all of the story as far as I can testify as a witness. The rest must be only bare statements of facts.

At about six o'clock I went out for a stroll. Uncle Caesar was at his corner. He threw open the door of his carriage, flourished his duster and began his depressing formula: "Step right in, suh. Fifty cents to anywhere in the city—hack's puffickly clean, suh—jus' got back from a funeral—"

And then he recognized me. I think his eyesight was getting bad. His coat had taken on a few more faded shades of color, the twine strings were more frayed and ragged, the last remaining button— the button of yellow horn—was gone. A motley descendant of kings was Uncle Caesar!

About two hours later I saw an excited crowd besieging the front of a drug store. In a desert where nothing happens this was manna; so I edged my way inside. On an extemporized couch of empty boxes and chairs was stretched the mortal corporeality of Major Wentworth Caswell. A doctor was testing him for the immortal ingredient. His decision was that it was conspicuous by its absence.

The erstwhile Major had been found dead on a dark street and brought by curious and ennuied citizens to the drug store. The late human being had been engaged in terrific battle—the details showed that. Loafer and reprobate though he had been, he had been also a warrior. But he had lost. His hands were yet clinched so tightly that his fingers would not be opened. The gentle citizens who had know him stood about and searched their vocabularies to find some good words, if it were possible, to speak of him. One kind-looking man said, after much thought: "When 'Cas' was about fo'teen he was one of the best spellers in school."

While I stood there the fingers of the right hand of "the man that was" which hung down the side of a white pine box, relaxed, and dropped something at my feet. I covered it with one foot quietly, and a little later on I picked it up and pocketed it. I reasoned that in his last struggle his hand must have seized that object unwittingly and held it in a death grip.

At the hotel that night the main topic of conversation, with the possible exceptions of politics and prohibition, was the demise of Major Caswell. I heard one man say to a group of listeners:

"In my opinion, gentlemen, Caswell was murdered by somme of these no-account niggers for his money. He had fifty dollars this afternoon which he showed to several gentlemen in the hotel. When he was found the money was not on his person."

I left the city the next morning at nine, and as the train was crossing the bridge over the Cumberland River I took out of my pocket a yellow horn overcoat button the size of a fifty-cent piece, with frayed ends of coarse twine hanging from it, and cast it out of the window into the slow, muddy waters below.

I wonder what's doing in Buffalo!




The Exact Science of Matrimony



"As I have told you before," said Jeff Peters, "I never had much confidence in the perfidiousness of woman. As partners or coeducators in the most innocent line of graft they are not trustworthy."

"They deserve the compliment," said I. "I think they are entitled to be called the honest sex."

"Why shouldn't they be?" said Jeff. "They've got the other sex either grafting or working overtime for 'em. They're all right in business until they get their emotions or their hair touched up too much. Then you want to have a flat footed, heavy breathing man with sandy whiskers, five kids and a building and loan mortgage ready as an understudy to take her desk. Now there was that widow lady that me and Andy Tucker engaged to help us in that little matrimonial agency scheme we floated out in Cairo.

"When you've got enough advertising capital—say a roll as big as the little end of a wagon tongue—there's money in matrimonial agencies. We had about $6,000 and we expected to double it in two months, which is about as long as a scheme like ours can be carried on without taking out a New Jersey charter.

"We fixed up an advertisement that read about like this:

"Charming widow, beautiful, home loving, 32 years, possessing $3,000 cash and owning valuable country property, would remarry. Would prefer a poor man with affectionate disposition to one with means, as she realizes that the solid virtues are oftenest to be found in the humble walks of life. No objection to elderly man or one of homely appearance if faithful and true and competent to manage property and invest money with judgment. Address, with particulars.

Lonely,

Care of Peters & Tucker, agents, Cairo, Ill.

"'So far, so pernicious,' says I, when we had finished the literary concoction. 'And now,' says I, 'where is the lady.'

"Andy gives me one of his looks of calm irritation.

"'Jeff,' says he, 'I thought you had lost them ideas of realism in your art. Why should there be a lady? When they sell a lot of watered stock on Wall Street would you expect to find a mermaid in it? What has a matrimonial ad got to do with a lady?'

"'Now listen,' says I. 'You know my rule, Andy, that in all my illegitimate inroads against the legal letter of the law the article sold must be existent, visible, producible. In that way and by a careful study of city ordinances and train schedules I have kept out of all trouble with the police that a five dollar bill and a cigar could not square. Now, to work this scheme we've got to be able to produce bodily a charming widow or its equivalent with or without the beauty, hereditaments and appurtenances set forth in the catalogue and writ of errors, or hereafter be held by a justice of the peace.'

"'Well,' says Andy, reconstructing his mind, 'maybe it would be safer in case the post office or the peace commission should try to investigate our agency. But where,' he says, 'could you hope to find a widow who would waste time on a matrimonial scheme that had no matrimony in it?'

"I told Andy that I thought I knew of the exact party. An old friend of mine, Zeke Trotter, who used to draw soda water and teeth in a tent show, had made his wife a widow a year before by drinking some dyspepsia cure of the old doctor's instead of the liniment that he always got boozed up on. I used to stop at their house often, and I thought we could get her to work with us.

"'Twas only sixty miles to the little town where she lived, so I jumped out on the I.C. and finds her in the same cottage with the same sunflowers and roosters standing on the washtub. Mrs. Trotter fitted our ad first rate except, maybe for beauty and age and property valuation. But she looked feasible and praiseworthy to the eye, and it was a kindness to Zeke's memory to give her the job.

"'Is this an honest deal you are putting on, Mr. Peters,' she asks me when I tell her what we want.

"'Mrs. Trotter,' says I, 'Andy Tucker and me have computed the calculation that 3,000 men in this broad and unfair country will endeavor to secure your fair hand and ostensible money and property through our advertisement. Out of that number something like thirty hundred will expect to give you in exchange, if they should win you, the carcass of a lazy and mercenary loafer, a failure in life, a swindler and contemptible fortune seeker.

"'Me and Andy,' says I, 'propose to teach these preyers upon society a lesson. It was with difficulty,' says I, 'that me and Andy could refrain from forming a corporation under the title of the Great Moral and Millennial Malevolent Matrimonial Agency. Does that satisfy you?'

"'It does, Mr. Peters,' says she. 'I might have known you wouldn't have gone into anything that wasn't opprobrious. But what will my duties be? Do I have to reject personally these 3,000 ramscallions you speak of, or can I throw them out in bunches?'

"'Your job, Mrs. Trotter,' says I, 'will be practically a cynosure. You will live at a quiet hotel and will have no work to do. Andy and I will attend to all the correspondence and business end of it.

"'Of course,' says I, 'some of the more ardent and impetuous suitors who can raise the railroad fare may come to Cairo to personally press their suit or whatever fraction of a suit they may be wearing. In that case you will be probably put to the inconvenience of kicking them out face to face. We will pay you $25 per week and hotel expenses.'

"'Give me five minutes,' says Mrs. Trotter, 'to get my powder rag and leave the front door key with a neighbor and you can let my salary begin.'

"So I conveys Mrs. Trotter to Cairo and establishes her in a family hotel far enough away from mine and Andy's quarters to be unsuspicious and available, and I tell Andy.

"'Great,' says Andy. 'And now that your conscience is appeased as to the tangibility and proximity of the bait, and leaving mutton aside, suppose we revenoo a noo fish.'

"So, we began to insert our advertisement in newspapers covering the country far and wide. One ad was all we used. We couldn't have used more without hiring so many clerks and marcelled paraphernalia that the sound of the gum chewing would have disturbed the Postmaster-General.

"We placed $2,000 in a bank to Mrs. Trotter's credit and gave her the book to show in case anybody might question the honesty and good faith of the agency. I knew Mrs. Trotter was square and reliable and it was safe to leave it in her name.

"With that one ad Andy and me put in twelve hours a day answering letters.

"About one hundred a day was what came in. I never knew there was so many large hearted but indigent men in the country who were willing to acquire a charming widow and assume the burden of investing her money.

"Most of them admitted that they ran principally to whiskers and lost jobs and were misunderstood by the world, but all of 'em were sure that they were so chock full of affection and manly qualities that the widow would be making the bargain of her life to get 'em.

"Every applicant got a reply from Peters & Tucker informing him that the widow had been deeply impressed by his straightforward and interesting letter and requesting them to write again; stating more particulars; and enclosing photograph if convenient. Peters & Tucker also informed the applicant that their fee for handing over the second letter to their fair client would be $2, enclosed therewith.

"There you see the simple beauty of the scheme. About 90 per cent. of them domestic foreign noblemen raised the price somehow and sent it in. That was all there was to it. Except that me and Andy complained an amount about being put to the trouble of slicing open them envelopes, and taking the money out.

"Some few clients called in person. We sent 'em to Mrs. Trotter and she did the rest; except for three or four who came back to strike us for carfare. After the letters began to get in from the r.f.d. districts Andy and me were taking in about $200 a day.

"One afternoon when we were busiest and I was stuffing the two and ones into cigar boxes and Andy was whistling 'No Wedding Bells for Her' a small slick man drops in and runs his eye over the walls like he was on the trail of a lost Gainesborough painting or two. As soon as I saw him I felt a glow of pride, because we were running our business on the level.

"'I see you have quite a large mail today,' says the man.

"I reached and got my hat.

"'Come on,' says I. 'We've been expecting you. I'll show you the goods. How was Teddy when you left Washington?'

"I took him down to the Riverview Hotel and had him shake hands with Mrs. Trotter. Then I showed him her bank book with the $2,000 to her credit.

"'It seems to be all right,' says the Secret Service.

"'It is,' says I. 'And if you're not a married man I'll leave you to talk a while with the lady. We won't mention the two dollars.'

"'Thanks,' says he. 'If I wasn't, I might. Good day, Mrs. Peters.'

"Toward the end of three months we had taken in something over $5,000, and we saw it was time to quit. We had a good many complaints made to us; and Mrs. Trotter seemed to be tired of the job. A good many suitors had been calling to see her, and she didn't seem to like that.

"So we decides to pull out, and I goes down to Mrs. Trotter's hotel to pay her last week's salary and say farewell and get her check for the $2,000.

"When I got there I found her crying like a kid that don't want to go to school.

"'Now, now,' says I, 'what's it all about? Somebody sassed you or you getting homesick?'

"'No, Mr. Peters,' says she. 'I'll tell you. You was always a friend of Zeke's, and I don't mind. Mr. Peters, I'm in love. I just love a man so hard I can't bear not to get him. He's just the ideal I've always had in mind.'

"'Then take him,' says I. 'That is, if it's a mutual case. Does he return the sentiment according to the specifications and painfulness you have described?'

"'He does,' says she. 'But he's one of the gentlemen that's been coming to see me about the advertisement and he won't marry me unless I give him the $2,000. His name is William Wilkinson.' And then she goes off again in the agitations and hysterics of romance.

"'Mrs. Trotter,' says I, 'there's no man more sympathizing with a woman's affections than I am. Besides, you was once the life partner of one of my best friends. If it was left to me I'd say take this $2,000 and the man of your choice and be happy.

"'We could afford to do that, because we have cleaned up over $5,000 from these suckers that wanted to marry you. But,' says I, 'Andy Tucker is to be consulted.

"'He is a good man, but keen in business. He is my equal partner financially. I will talk to Andy,' says I, 'and see what can be done.'

"I goes back to our hotel and lays the case before Andy.

"'I was expecting something like this all the time,' says Andy. 'You can't trust a woman to stick by you in any scheme that involves her emotions and preferences.'

"'It's a sad thing, Andy,' says I, 'to think that we've been the cause of the breaking of a woman's heart.'

"'It is,' says Andy, 'and I tell you what I'm willing to do, Jeff. You've always been a man of a soft and generous heart and disposition. Perhaps I've been too hard and worldly and suspicious. For once I'll meet you half way. Go to Mrs. Trotter and tell her to draw the $2,000 from the bank and give it to this man she's infatuated with and be happy.'

"I jumps up and shakes Andy's hand for five minutes, and then I goes back to Mrs. Trotter and tells her, and she cries as hard for joy as she did for sorrow.

"Two days afterward me and Andy packed up to go.

"'Wouldn't you like to go down and meet Mrs. Trotter once before we leave?' I asks him. 'She'd like mightily to know you and express her encomiums and gratitude.'

"'Why, I guess not,' says Andy. 'I guess we'd better hurry and catch that train.'

"I was strapping our capital around me in a memory belt like we always carried it, when Andy pulls a roll of large bills out of his pocket and asks me to put 'em with the rest.

"'What's this?' says I.

"'It's Mrs. Trotter's two thousand,' says Andy.

"'How do you come to have it?' I asks.

"'She gave it to me,' says Andy. 'I've been calling on her three evenings a week for more than a month.'

"'Then are you William Wilkinson?' says I.

"'I was,' says Andy."




Springtime a la Carte



It was a day in March.

Never, never begin a story this way when you write one. No opening could possibly be worse. It is unimaginative, flat, dry and likely to consist of mere wind. But in this instance it is allowable. For the following paragraph, which should have inaugurated the narrative, is too wildly extravagant and preposterous to be flaunted in the face of the reader without preparation.

Sarah was crying over her bill of fare.

Think of a New York girl shedding tears on the menu card!

To account for this you will be allowed to guess that the lobsters were all out, or that she had sworn ice-cream off during Lent, or that she had ordered onions, or that she had just come from a Hackett matinee. And then, all these theories being wrong, you will please let the story proceed.

The gentleman who announced that the world was an oyster which he with his sword would open made a larger hit than he deserved. It is not difficult to open an oyster with a sword. But did you ever notice any one try to open the terrestrial bivalve with a typewriter? Like to wait for a dozen raw opened that way?

Sarah had managed to pry apart the shells with her unhandy weapon far enough to nibble a wee bit at the cold and clammy world within. She knew no more shorthand than if she had been a graduate in stenography just let slip upon the world by a business college. So, not being able to stenog, she could not enter that bright galaxy of office talent. She was a free-lance typewriter and canvassed for odd jobs of copying.

The most brilliant and crowning feat of Sarah's battle with the world was the deal she made with Schulenberg's Home Restaurant. The restaurant was next door to the old red brick in which she ball-roomed. One evening after dining at Schulenberg's 40-cent, five-course table d'hote (served as fast as you throw the five baseballs at the colored gentleman's head) Sarah took away with her the bill of fare. It was written in an almost unreadable script neither English nor German, and so arranged that if you were not careful you began with a toothpick and rice pudding and ended with soup and the day of the week.

The next day Sarah showed Schulenberg a neat card on which the menu was beautifully typewritten with the viands temptingly marshaled under their right and proper heads from "hors d'oeuvre" to "not responsible for overcoats and umbrellas."

Schulenberg became a naturalized citizen on the spot. Before Sarah left him she had him willingly committed to an agreement. She was to furnish typewritten bills of fare for the twenty-one tables in the restaurant—a new bill for each day's dinner, and new ones for breakfast and lunch as often as changes occurred in the food or as neatness required.

In return for this Schulenberg was to send three meals per diem to Sarah's hall room by a waiter—an obsequious one if possible—and furnish her each afternoon with a pencil draft of what Fate had in store for Schulenberg's customers on the morrow.

Mutual satisfaction resulted from the agreement. Schulenberg's patrons now knew what the food they ate was called even if its nature sometimes puzzled them. And Sarah had food during a cold, dull winter, which was the main thing with her.

And then the almanac lied, and said that spring had come. Spring comes when it comes. The frozen snows of January still lay like adamant in the crosstown streets. The hand-organs still played "In the Good Old Summertime," with their December vivacity and expression. Men began to make thirty-day notes to buy Easter dresses. Janitors shut off steam. And when these things happen one may know that the city is still in the clutches of winter.

One afternoon Sarah shivered in her elegant hall bedroom; "house heated; scrupulously clean; conveniences; seen to be appreciated." She had no work to do except Schulenberg's menu cards. Sarah sat in her squeaky willow rocker, and looked out the window. The calendar on the wall kept crying to her: "Springtime is here, Sarah— springtime is here, I tell you. Look at me, Sarah, my figures show it. You've got a neat figure yourself, Sarah—a—nice springtime figure—why do you look out the window so sadly?"

Sarah's room was at the back of the house. Looking out the window she could see the windowless rear brick wall of the box factory on the next street. But the wall was clearest crystal; and Sarah was looking down a grassy lane shaded with cherry trees and elms and bordered with raspberry bushes and Cherokee roses.

Spring's real harbingers are too subtle for the eye and ear. Some must have the flowering crocus, the wood-starring dogwood, the voice of bluebird—even so gross a reminder as the farewell handshake of the retiring buckwheat and oyster before they can welcome the Lady in Green to their dull bosoms. But to old earth's choicest kin there come straight, sweet messages from his newest bride, telling them they shall be no stepchildren unless they choose to be.

On the previous summer Sarah had gone into the country and loved a farmer.

(In writing your story never hark back thus. It is bad art, and cripples interest. Let it march, march.)

Sarah stayed two weeks at Sunnybrook Farm. There she learned to love old Farmer Franklin's son Walter. Farmers have been loved and wedded and turned out to grass in less time. But young Walter Franklin was a modern agriculturist. He had a telephone in his cow house, and he could figure up exactly what effect next year's Canada wheat crop would have on potatoes planted in the dark of the moon.

It was in this shaded and raspberried lane that Walter had wooed and won her. And together they had sat and woven a crown of dandelions for her hair. He had immoderately praised the effect of the yellow blossoms against her brown tresses; and she had left the chaplet there, and walked back to the house swinging her straw sailor in her hands.

They were to marry in the spring—at the very first signs of spring, Walter said. And Sarah came back to the city to pound her typewriter.

A knock at the door dispelled Sarah's visions of that happy day. A waiter had brought the rough pencil draft of the Home Restaurant's next day fare in old Schulenberg's angular hand.

Sarah sat down to her typewriter and slipped a card between the rollers. She was a nimble worker. Generally in an hour and a half the twenty-one menu cards were written and ready.

Today there were more changes on the bill of fare than usual. The soups were lighter; pork was eliminated from the entrees, figuring only with Russian turnips among the roasts. The gracious spirit of spring pervaded the entire menu. Lamb, that lately capered on the greening hillsides, was becoming exploited with the sauce that commemorated its gambols. The song of the oyster, though not silenced, was diminuendo con amore. The frying-pan seemed to be held, inactive, behind the beneficent bars of the broiler. The pie list swelled; the richer puddings had vanished; the sausage, with his drapery wrapped about him, barely lingered in a pleasant thanatopsis with the buckwheats and the sweet but doomed maple.

Sarah's fingers danced like midgets above a summer stream. Down through the courses she worked, giving each item its position according to its length with an accurate eye. Just above the desserts came the list of vegetables. Carrots and peas, asparagus on toast, the perennial tomatoes and corn and succotash, lima beans, cabbage—and then—

Sarah was crying over her bill of fare. Tears from the depths of some divine despair rose in her heart and gathered to her eyes. Down went her head on the little typewriter stand; and the keyboard rattled a dry accompaniment to her moist sobs.

For she had received no letter from Walter in two weeks, and the next item on the bill of fare was dandelions—dandelions with some kind of egg—but bother the egg!—dandelions, with whose golden blooms Walter had crowned her his queen of love and future bride—dandelions, the harbingers of spring, her sorrow's crown of sorrow—reminder of her happiest days.

Madam, I dare you to smile until you suffer this test: Let the Marechal Niel roses that Percy brought you on the night you gave him your heart be served as a salad with French dressing before your eyes at a Schulenberg table d'hote. Had Juliet so seen her love tokens dishonored the sooner would she have sought the lethean herbs of the good apothecary.

But what a witch is Spring! Into the great cold city of stone and iron a message had to be sent. There was none to convey it but the little hardy courier of the fields with his rough green coat and modest air. He is a true soldier of fortune, this dent-de-lion— this lion's tooth, as the French chefs call him. Flowered, he will assist at love-making, wreathed in my lady's nut-brown hair; young and callow and unblossomed, he goes into the boiling pot and delivers the word of his sovereign mistress.

By and by Sarah forced back her tears. The cards must be written. But, still in a faint, golden glow from her dandeleonine dream, she fingered the typewriter keys absently for a little while, with her mind and heart in the meadow lane with her young farmer. But soon she came swiftly back to the rock-bound lanes of Manhattan, and the typewriter began to rattle and jump like a strike-breaker's motor car.

At 6 o'clock the waiter brought her dinner and carried away the typewritten bill of fare. When Sarah ate she set aside, with a sigh, the dish of dandelions with its crowning ovarious accompaniment. As this dark mass had been transformed from a bright and love-indorsed flower to be an ignominious vegetable, so had her summer hopes wilted and perished. Love may, as Shakespeare said, feed on itself: but Sarah could not bring herself to eat the dandelions that had graced, as ornaments, the first spiritual banquet of her heart's true affection.

At 7:30 the couple in the next room began to quarrel: the man in the room above sought for A on his flute; the gas went a little lower; three coal wagons started to unload—the only sound of which the phonograph is jealous; cats on the back fences slowly retreated toward Mukden. By these signs Sarah knew that it was time for her to read. She got out "The Cloister and the Hearth," the best non-selling book of the month, settled her feet on her trunk, and began to wander with Gerard.

The front door bell rang. The landlady answered it. Sarah left Gerard and Denys treed by a bear and listened. Oh, yes; you would, just as she did!

And then a strong voice was heard in the hall below, and Sarah jumped for her door, leaving the book on the floor and the first round easily the bear's. You have guessed it. She reached the top of the stairs just as her farmer came up, three at a jump, and reaped and garnered her, with nothing left for the gleaners.

"Why haven't you written—oh, why?" cried Sarah.

"New York is a pretty large town," said Walter Franklin. "I came in a week ago to your old address. I found that you went away on a Thursday. That consoled some; it eliminated the possible Friday bad luck. But it didn't prevent my hunting for you with police and otherwise ever since!

"I wrote!" said Sarah, vehemently.

"Never got it!"

"Then how did you find me?"

The young farmer smiled a springtime smile. "I dropped into that Home Restaurant next door this evening," said he. "I don't care who knows it; I like a dish of some kind of greens at this time of the year. I ran my eye down that nice typewritten bill of fare looking for something in that line. When I got below cabbage I turned my chair over and hollered for the proprietor. He told me where you lived."

"I remember," sighed Sarah, happily. "That was dandelions below cabbage."

"I'd know that cranky capital W 'way above the line that your typewriter makes anywhere in the world," said Franklin.

"Why, there's no W in dandelions," said Sarah, in surprise.

The young man drew the bill of fare from his pocket, and pointed to a line.

Sarah recognized the first card she had typewritten that afternoon. There was still the rayed splotch in the upper right-hand corner where a tear had fallen. But over the spot where one should have read the name of the meadow plant, the clinging memory of their golden blossoms had allowed her fingers to strike strange keys.

Between the red cabbage and the stuffed green peppers was the item:





"DEAREST WALTER, WITH HARD-BOILED EGG."




Skylight Room



First Mrs. Parker would show you the double parlors. You would not dare to interrupt her description of their advantages and of the merits of the gentleman who had occupied them for eight years. Then you would manage to stammer forth the confession that you were neither a doctor nor a dentist. Mrs. Parker's manner of receiving the admission was such that you could never afterward entertain the same feeling toward your parents, who had neglected to train you up in one of the professions that fitted Mrs. Parker's parlors.

Next you ascended one flight of stairs and looked at the second-floor-back at $8. Convinced by her second-floor manner that it was worth the $12 that Mr. Toosenberry always paid for it until he left to take charge of his brother's orange plantation in Florida near Palm Beach, where Mrs. McIntyre always spent the winters that had the double front room with private bath, you managed to babble that you wanted something still cheaper.

If you survived Mrs. Parker's scorn, you were taken to look at Mr. Skidder's large hall room on the third floor. Mr. Skidder's room was not vacant. He wrote plays and smoked cigarettes in it all day long. But every room-hunter was made to visit his room to admire the lambrequins. After each visit, Mr. Skidder, from the fright caused by possible eviction, would pay something on his rent.

Then—oh, then—if you still stood on one foot, with your hot hand clutching the three moist dollars in your pocket, and hoarsely proclaimed your hideous and culpable poverty, nevermore would Mrs. Parker be cicerone of yours. She would honk loudly the word" Clara," she would show you her back, and march downstairs. Then Clara, the colored maid, would escort you up the carpeted ladder that served for the fourth flight, and show you the Skylight Room. It occupied 7×8 feet of floor space at the middle of the hall. On each side of it was a dark lumber closet or storeroom.

In it was an iron cot, a washstand and a chair. A shelf was the dresser. Its four bare walls seemed to close in upon you like the sides of a coffin. Your hand crept to your throat, you gasped, you looked up as from a well—and breathed once more. Through the glass of the little skylight you saw a square of blue infinity.

"Two dollars, suh," Clara would say in her half-contemptuous, half- Tuskegeenial tones.

One day Miss Leeson came hunting for a room. She carried a typewriter made to be lugged around by a much larger lady. She was a very little girl, with eyes and hair that had kept on growing after she had stopped and that always looked as if they were saying: "Goodness me ! Why didn't you keep up with us?"

Mrs. Parker showed her the double parlors. "In this closet," she said, "one could keep a skeleton or anaesthetic or coal. "

"But I am neither a doctor nor a dentist," said Miss Leeson, with a shiver.

Mrs. Parker gave her the incredulous, pitying, sneering, icy stare that she kept for those who failed to qualify as doctors or dentists, and led the way to the second floor back.

"Eight dollars?" said Miss Leeson. "Dear me! I'm not Hetty if I do look green. I'm just a poor little working girl. Show me something higher and lower."

Mr. Skidder jumped and strewed the floor with cigarette stubs at the rap on his door.

"Excuse me, Mr. Skidder," said Mrs. Parker, with her demon's smile at his pale looks. "I didn't know you were in. I asked the lady to have a look at your lambrequins."

"They're too lovely for anything," said Miss Leeson, smiling in exactly the way the angels do.

After they had gone Mr. Skidder got very busy erasing the tall, black-haired heroine from his latest (unproduced) play and inserting a small, roguish one with heavy, bright hair and vivacious features.

"Anna Held'll jump at it," said Mr. Skidder to himself, putting his feet up against the lambrequins and disappearing in a cloud of smoke like an aerial cuttlefish.

Presently the tocsin call of "Clara!" sounded to the world the state of Miss Leeson's purse. A dark goblin seized her, mounted a Stygian stairway, thrust her into a vault with a glimmer of light in its top and muttered the menacing and cabalistic words "Two dollars!"

"I'll take it!" sighed Miss Leeson, sinking down upon the squeaky iron bed.

Every day Miss Leeson went out to work. At night she brought home papers with handwriting on them and made copies with her typewriter. Sometimes she had no work at night, and then she would sit on the steps of the high stoop with the other roomers. Miss Leeson was not intended for a sky-light room when the plans were drawn for her creation. She was gay-hearted and full of tender, whimsical fancies. Once she let Mr. Skidder read to her three acts of his great (unpublished) comedy, "It's No Kid; or, The Heir of the Subway."

There was rejoicing among the gentlemen roomers whenever Miss Leeson had time to sit on the steps for an hour or two. But Miss Longnecker, the tall blonde who taught in a public school and said, "Well, really!" to everything you said, sat on the top step and sniffed. And Miss Dorn, who shot at the moving ducks at Coney every Sunday and worked in a department store, sat on the bottom step and sniffed. Miss Leeson sat on the middle step and the men would quickly group around her.

Especially Mr. Skidder, who had cast her in his mind for the star part in a private, romantic (unspoken) drama in real life. And especially Mr. Hoover, who was forty-five, fat, flush and foolish. And especially very young Mr. Evans, who set up a hollow cough to induce her to ask him to leave off cigarettes. The men voted her "the funniest and jolliest ever", but the sniffs on the top step and the lower step were implacable.

I pray you let the drama halt while Chorus stalks to the footlights and drops an epicedian tear upon the fatness of Mr. Hoover. Tune the pipes to the tragedy of tallow, the bane of bulk, the calamity of corpulence. Tried out, Falstaff might have rendered more romance to the ton than would have Romeo's rickety ribs to the ounce. A lover may sigh, but he must not puff. To the train of Momus are the fat men remanded. In vain beats the faithfullest heart above a 52-inch belt. Avaunt, Hoover! Hoover, forty-five, flush and foolish, might carry off Helen herself; Hoover, forty-five, flush, foolish and fat is meat for perdition. There was never a chance for you, Hoover.

As Mrs. Parker's roomers sat thus one summer's evening, Miss Leeson looked up into the firmament and cried with her little gay laugh:

"Why, there's Billy Jackson! I can see him from down here, too."

All looked up—some at the windows of skyscrapers, some casting about for an airship, Jackson-guided.

"It's that star," explained Miss Leeson, pointing with a tiny finger. "Not the big one that twinkles—the steady blue one near it. I can see it every night through my skylight. I named it Billy Jackson."

"Well, really!" said Miss Longnecker. "I didn't know you were an astronomer, Miss Leeson."

"Oh, yes," said the small star gazer, "I know as much as any of them about the style of sleeves they're going to wear next fall in Mars."

"Well, really!" said Miss Longnecker. "The star you refer to is Gamma, of the constellation Cassiopeia. It is nearly of the second magnitude, and its meridian passage is—"

"Oh," said the very young Mr. Evans, "I think Billy Jackson is a much better name for it."

"Same here," said Mr. Hoover, loudly breathing defiance to Miss Longnecker. "I think Miss Leeson has just as much right to name stars as any of those old astrologers had."

"Well, really!" said Miss Longnecker.

"I wonder whether it's a shooting star," remarked Miss Dorn. "I hit nine ducks and a rabbit out of ten in the gallery at Coney Sunday."

"He doesn't show up very well from down here," said Miss Leeson. "You ought to see him from my room. You know you can see stars even in the daytime from the bottom of a well. At night my room is like the shaft of a coal mine, and it makes Billy Jackson look like the big diamond pin that Night fastens her kimono with."

There came a time after that when Miss Leeson brought no formidable papers home to copy. And when she went out in the morning, instead of working, she went from office to office and let her heart melt away in the drip of cold refusals transmitted through insolent office boys. This went on.

There came an evening when she wearily climbed Mrs. Parker's stoop at the hour when she always returned from her dinner at the restaurant. But she had had no dinner.

As she stepped into the hall Mr. Hoover met her and seized his chance. He asked her to marry him, and his fatness hovered above her like an avalanche. She dodged, and caught the balustrade. He tried for her hand, and she raised it and smote him weakly in the face. Step by step she went up, dragging herself by the railing. She passed Mr. Skidder's door as he was red-inking a stage direction for Myrtle Delorme (Miss Leeson) in his (unaccepted) comedy, to "pirouette across stage from L to the side of the Count." Up the carpeted ladder she crawled at last and opened the door of the skylight room.

She was too weak to light the lamp or to undress. She fell upon the iron cot, her fragile body scarcely hollowing the worn springs. And in that Erebus of the skylight room, she slowly raised her heavy eyelids, and smiled.

For Billy Jackson was shining down on her, calm and bright and constant through the skylight. There was no world about her. She was sunk in a pit of blackness, with but that small square of pallid light framing the star that she had so whimsically and oh, so ineffectually named. Miss Longnecker must be right; it was Gamma, of the constellation Cassiopeia, and not Billy Jackson. And yet she could not let it be Gamma.

As she lay on her back she tried twice to raise her arm. The third time she got two thin fingers to her lips and blew a kiss out of the black pit to Billy Jackson. Her arm fell back limply.

"Good-bye, Billy," she murmured faintly. "You're millions of miles away and you won't even twinkle once. But you kept where I could see you most of the time up there when there wasn't anything else but darkness to look at, didn't you? …Millions of miles…. Good-bye, Billy Jackson."

Clara, the colored maid, found the door locked at 10 the next day, and they forced it open. Vinegar, and the slapping of wrists and burnt feathers proving of no avail, some one ran to 'phone for an ambulance.

In due time it backed up to the door with much gong-clanging, and the capable young medico, in his white linen coat, ready, active, confident, with his smooth face half debonair, half grim, danced up the steps.

"Ambulance call to 49," he said briefly. "What's the trouble?"

"Oh, yes, doctor," sniffed Mrs. Parker, as though her trouble that there should be trouble in the house was the greater. "I can't think what can be the matter with her. Nothing we could do would bring her to. It's a young woman, a Miss Elsie—yes, a Miss Elsie Leeson. Never before in my house—"

"What room?" cried the doctor in a terrible voice, to which Mrs. Parker was a stranger.

"The skylight room. It—

Evidently the ambulance doctor was familiar with the location of skylight rooms. He was gone up the stairs, four at a time. Mrs. Parker followed slowly, as her dignity demanded.

On the first landing she met him coming back bearing the astronomer in his arms. He stopped and let loose the practiced scalpel of his tongue, not loudly. Gradually Mrs. Parker crumpled as a stiff garment that slips down from a nail. Ever afterward there remained crumples in her mind and body. Sometimes her curious roomers would ask her what the doctor said to her.

"Let that be," she would answer. "If I can get forgiveness for having heard it I will be satisfied."

The ambulance physician strode with his burden through the pack of hounds that follow the curiosity chase, and even they fell back along the sidewalk abashed, for his face was that of one who bears his own dead.

They noticed that he did not lay down upon the bed prepared for it in the ambulance the form that he carried, and all that he said was: "Drive like hell, Wilson," to the driver.

That is all. Is it a story? In the next morning's paper I saw a little news item, and the last sentence of it may help you (as it helped me) to weld the incidents together.

It recounted the reception into Bellevue Hospital of a young woman who had been removed from No. 49 East — street, suffering from debility induced by starvation. It concluded with these words:

"Dr. William Jackson, the ambulance physician who attended the case, says the patient will recover."




The Handbook of Hymen



'Tis the opinion of myself, Sanderson Pratt, who sets this down, that the educational system of the United States should be in the hands of the weather bureau. I can give you good reasons for it; and you can't tell me why our college professors shouldn't be transferred to the meteorological department. They have been learned to read; and they could very easily glance at the morning papers and then wire in to the main office what kind of weather to expect. But there's the other side of the proposition. I am going on to tell you how the weather furnished me and Idaho Green with an elegant education.

We was up in the Bitter Root Mountains over the Montana line prospecting for gold. A chin-whiskered man in Walla-Walla, carrying a line of hope as excess baggage, had grubstaked us; and there we was in the foothills pecking away, with enough grub on hand to last an army through a peace conference.

Along one day comes a mail-rider over the mountains from Carlos, and stops to eat three cans of greengages, and leave us a newspaper of modern date. This paper prints a system of premonitions of the weather, and the card it dealt Bitter Root Mountains from the bottom of the deck was "warmer and fair, with light westerly breezes".

That evening it began to snow, with the wind strong in the east. Me and Idaho moved camp into an old empty cabin higher up the mountain, thinking it was only a November flurry. But after falling three foot on a level it went to work in earnest; and we knew we was snowed in. We got in plenty of firewood before it got deep, and we had grub enough for two months, so we let the elements rage and cut up all they thought proper.

If you want to instigate the art of manslaughter just shut two men up in a eighteen by twenty-foot cabin for a month. Human nature won't stand it.

When the first snowflakes fell me and Idaho Green laughed at each other's jokes and praised the stuff we turned out of a skillet and called bread. At the end of three weeks Idaho makes this kind of a edict to me. Says he:

"I never exactly heard sour milk dropping out of a balloon on the bottom of a tin pan, but I have an idea it would be music of the spears compared to this attenuated stream of asphyxiated thought that emanates out of your organs of conversation. The kind of half-masticated noises that you emit every day puts me in mind of a cow's cud, only she's lady enough to keep hers to herself, and you ain't."

"Mr. Green," says I, "you having been a friend of mine once, I have some hesitations in confessing to you that if I had my choice for society between you and a common yellow, three-legged cur pup, one of the inmates of this here cabin would be wagging a tail just at present."

This way we goes on for two or three days, and then we quits speaking to one another. We divides up the cooking implements, and Idaho cooks his grub on one side of the fireplace, and me on the other. The snow is up to the windows, and we have to keep a fire all day.

You see me and Idaho never had any education beyond reading and doing "if John had three apples and James five" on a slate. We never felt any special need for a university degree, though we had acquired a species of intrinsic intelligence in knocking around the world that we could use in emergencies. But, snowbound in that cabin in the Bitter Roots, we felt for the first time that if we had studied Homer or Greek and fractions and the higher branches of information, we'd have had some resources in the line of meditation and private thought. I've seen them Eastern college fellows working in camps all through the West, and I never noticed but what education was less of a drawback to 'em than you would think. Why, once over on Snake River, when Andrew McWilliams' saddle horse got the boots, he sent a buckboard ten miles for one of these strangers that claimed to be a botanist. But that horse died.

One morning Idaho was poking around with a stick on top of a little shelf that was too high to reach. Two books fell down to the floor. I started toward 'em, but caught Idaho's eye. He speaks for the first time in a week.

"Don't burn your fingers," says he. "In spite of the fact that you're only fit to be the companion of a sleeping mud-turtle, I'll give you a square deal. And that's more than your parents did when they turned you loose in the world with the sociability of a rattle-snake and the bedside manner of a frozen turnip. I'll play you a game of seven-up, the winner to pick up his choice of the book, the loser to take the other."

We played; and Idaho won. He picked up his book; and I took mine. Then each of us got on his side of the house and went to reading.

I never was as glad to see a ten-ounce nugget as I was that book. And Idaho took at his like a kid looks at a stick of candy.

Mine was a little book about five by six inches called "Herkimer's Handbook of Indispensable Information." I may be wrong, but I think that was the greatest book that ever was written. I've got it today; and I can stump you or any man fifty times in five minutes with the information in it. Talk about Solomon or the New York Tribune
 ! Herkimer had cases on both of 'em. That man must have put in fifty years and traveled a million miles to find out all that stuff. There was the population of all cities in it, and the way to tell a girl's age, and the number of teeth a camel has. It told you the longest tunnel in the world, the number of the stars, how long it takes for chicken pox to break out, what a lady's neck ought to measure, the veto powers of Governors, the dates of the Roman aqueducts, how many pounds of rice going without three beers a day would buy, the average annual temperature of Augusta, Maine, the quantity of seed required to plant an acre of carrots in drills, antidotes for poisons, the number of hairs on a blond lady's head, how to preserve eggs, the height of all the mountains in the world, and the dates of all wars and battles, and how to restore drowned persons, and sunstroke, and the number of tacks in a pound, and how to make dynamite and flowers and beds, and what to do before the doctor comes—and a hundred times as many things besides. If there was anything Herkimer didn't know I didn't miss it out of the book.

I sat and read that book for four hours. All the wonders of education was compressed in it. I forgot the snow, and I forgot that me and old Idaho was on the outs. He was sitting still on a stool reading away with a kind of partly soft and partly mysterious look shining through his tan-bark whiskers.

"Idaho," says I, "what kind of a book is yours?"

Idaho must have forgot, too, for he answered moderate, without any slander or malignity.

"Why," says he, "this here seems to be a volume by Homer K. M."

"Homer K. M. what?" I asks.

"Why, just Homer K. M.," says he.

"You're a liar," says I, a little riled that Idaho should try to put me up a tree. "No man is going 'round signing books with his initials. If it's Homer K. M. Spoopendyke, or Homer K. M. McSweeney, or Homer K. M. Jones, why don't you say so like a man instead of biting off the end of it like a calf chewing off the tail of a shirt on a clothes-line?"

"I put it to you straight, Sandy," says Idaho, quiet. "It's a poem book," says he, "by Homer K. M. I couldn't get color out of it at first, but there's a vein if you follow it up. I wouldn't have missed this book for a pair of red blankets."

"You're welcome to it," says I. "What I want is a disinterested statement of facts for the mind to work on, and that's what I seem to find in the book I've drawn."

"What you've got," says Idaho, "is statistics, the lowest grade of information that exists. They'll poison your mind. Give me old K. M.'s system of surmises. He seems to be a kind of a wine agent. His regular toast is 'nothing doing', and he seems to have a grouch, but he keeps it so well lubricated with booze that his worst kicks sound like an invitation to split a quart. But it's poetry," says Idaho, "and I have sensations of scorn for that truck of yours that tries to convey sense in feet and inches. When it comes to explaining the instinct of philosophy through the art of nature, old K. M. has got your man beat by drills, rows, paragraphs, chest measurement, and average annual rainfall."

So that's the way me and Idaho had it. Day and night all the excitement we got was studying our books. That snowstorm sure fixed us with a fine lot of attainments apiece. By the time the snow melted, if you had stepped up to me suddenly and said: "Sanderson Pratt, what would it cost per square foot to lay a roof with twenty by twenty-eight tin at nine dollars and fifty cents per box?" I'd have told you as quick as light could travel the length of a spade handle at the rate of one hundred and ninety-two thousand miles per second. How many can do it? You wake up 'most any man you know in the middle of the night, and ask him quick to tell you the number of bones in the human skeleton exclusive of the teeth, or what percentage of the vote of the Nebraska Legislature overrules a veto. Will he tell you? Try him and see.

About what benefit Idaho got out of his poetry book I didn't exactly know. Idaho boosted the wine-agent every time he opened his mouth; but I wasn't so sure.

This Homer K. M., from what leaked out of his libretto through Idaho, seemed to me to be a kind of a dog who looked at life like it was a tin can tied to his tail. After running himself half to death, he sits down, hangs his tongue out, and looks at the can and says:

"Oh, well, since we can't shake the growler, let's get it filled at the corner, and all have a drink on me."

Besides that, it seems he was a Persian; and I never hear of Persia producing anything worth mentioning unless it was Turkish rugs and Maltese cats.

That spring me and Idaho struck pay ore. It was a habit of ours to sell out quick and keep moving. We unloaded our grubstaker for eight thousand dollars apiece; and then we drifted down to this little town of Rosa, on the Salmon river, to rest up, and get some human grub, and have our whiskers harvested.

Rosa was no mining-camp. It laid in the valley, and was as free of uproar and pestilence as one of them rural towns in the country. There was a three-mile trolley line champing its bit in the environs; and me and Idaho spent a week riding on one of the cars, dropping off at nights at the Sunset View Hotel. Being now well read as well as traveled, we was soon pro re nata
 with the best society in Rosa, and was invited out to the most dressed-up and high-toned entertainments. It was at a piano recital and quail-eating contest in the city hall, for the benefit of the fire company, that me and Idaho first met Mrs. De Ormond Sampson, the queen of Rosa society.

Mrs. Sampson was a widow, and owned the only two-story house in town. It was painted yellow, and whichever way you looked from you could see it as plain as egg on the chin of an O'Grady on a Friday. Twenty-two men in Rosa besides me and Idaho was trying to stake a claim on that yellow house.

There was a dance after the song books and quail bones had been raked out of the Hall. Twenty-three of the bunch galloped over to Mrs. Sampson and asked for a dance. I side-stepped the two-step, and asked permission to escort her home. That's where I made a hit.

On the way home says she:

"Ain't the stars lovely and bright tonight, Mr. Pratt?"

"For the chance they've got," says I, "they're humping themselves in a mighty creditable way. That big one you see is sixty-six million miles distant. It took thirty-six years for its light to reach us. With an eighteen-foot telescope you can see forty-three millions of 'em, including them of the thirteenth magnitude, which, if one was to go out now, you would keep on seeing it for twenty-seven hundred years."

"My!" says Mrs. Sampson. "I never knew that before. How warm it is! I'm as damp as I can be from dancing so much."

"That's easy to account for," says I, "when you happen to know that you've got two million sweat-glands working all at once. If every one of your perspiratory ducts, which are a quarter of an inch long, was placed end to end, they would reach a distance of seven miles."

"Lawsy!" says Mrs. Sampson. "It sounds like an irrigation ditch you was describing, Mr. Pratt. How do you get all this knowledge of information?"

"From observation, Mrs. Sampson," I tells her. "I keep my eyes open when I go about the world."

"Mr. Pratt," says she, "I always did admire a man of education. There are so few scholars among the sap-headed plug-uglies of this town that it is a real pleasure to converse with a gentleman of culture. I'd be gratified to have you call at my house whenever you feel so inclined."

And that was the way I got the goodwill of the lady in the yellow house. Every Tuesday and Friday evening I used to go there and tell her about the wonders of the universe as discovered, tabulated, and compiled from nature by Herkimer. Idaho and the other gay Lutherans of the town got every minute of the rest of the week that they could.

I never imagined that Idaho was trying to work on Mrs. Sampson with old K. M.'s rules of courtship till one afternoon when I was on my way over to take her a basket of wild hog-plums. I met the lady coming down the lane that led to her house. Her eyes was snapping, and her hat made a dangerous dip over one eye.

"Mr. Pratt," she opens up, "this Mr. Green is a friend of yours, I believe."

"For nine years," says I.

"Cut him out," says she. "He's no gentleman!"

"Why ma'am," says I, "he's a plain incumbent of the mountains, with asperities and the usual failings of a spendthrift and a liar, but I never on the most momentous occasion had the heart to deny that he was a gentleman. It may be that in haberdashery and the sense of arrogance and display Idaho offends the eye, but inside, ma'am, I've found him impervious to the lower grades of crime and obesity. After nine years of Idaho's society, Mrs. Sampson," I winds up, "I should hate to impute him, and I should hate to see him imputed."

"It's right plausible of you, Mr. Pratt," says Mrs. Sampson, "to take up the curmudgeons in your friend's behalf; but it don't alter the fact that he has made proposals to me sufficiently obnoxious to ruffle the ignominy of any lady."

"Why, now, now, now!" says I. "Old Idaho do that! I could believe it of myself, sooner. I never knew but one thing to deride in him; and a blizzard was responsible for that. Once while we was snow-bound in the mountains he became a prey to a kind of spurious and uneven poetry, which may have corrupted his demeanor."

"It has," says Mrs. Sampson. "Ever since I knew him he has been reciting to me a lot of irreligious rhymes by some person he calls Ruby Ott, and who is no better than she should be, if you judge by her poetry."

"Then Idaho has struck a new book," says I, "for the one he had was by a man who writes under the nom de plume
 of K. M."

"He'd better have stuck to it," says Mrs. Sampson, "whatever it was. And today he caps the vortex. I get a bunch of flowers from him, and on 'em is pinned a note. Now, Mr. Pratt, you know a lady when you see her; and you know how I stand in Rosa society. Do you think for a moment that I'd skip out to the woods with a man along with a jug of wine and a loaf of bread, and go singing and cavorting up and down under the trees with him? I take a little claret with my meals, but I'm not in the habit of packing a jug of it into the brush and raising Cain in any such style as that. And of course he'd bring his book of verses along, too. He said so. Let him go on his scandalous picnics alone! Or let him take his Ruby Ott with him. I reckon she wouldn't kick unless it was on account of there being too much bread along. And what do you think of your gentleman friend now, Mr. Pratt?"

"Well, 'm," says I, "it may be that Idaho's invitation was a kind of poetry, and meant no harm. May be it belonged to the class of rhymes they call figurative. They offend law and order, but they get sent through the mails on the grounds that they mean something that they don't say. I'd be glad on Idaho's account if you'd overlook it," says I, "and let us extricate our minds from the low regions of poetry to the higher planes of fact and fancy. On a beautiful afternoon like this, Mrs. Sampson," I goes on, "we should let our thoughts dwell accordingly. Though it is warm here, we should remember that at the equator the line of perpetual frost is at an altitude of fifteen thousand feet. Between the latitudes of forty degrees and forty-nine degrees it is from four thousand to nine thousand feet."

"Oh, Mr. Pratt," says Mrs. Sampson, "it's such a comfort to hear you say them beautiful facts after getting such a jar from that minx of a Ruby's poetry!"

"Let us sit on this log at the roadside," says I, "and forget the inhumanity and ribaldry of the poets. It is in the glorious columns of ascertained facts and legalized measures that beauty is to be found. In this very log we sit upon, Mrs. Sampson," says I, "is statistics more wonderful than any poem. The rings show it was sixty years old. At the depth of two thousand feet it would become coal in three thousand years. The deepest coal mine in the world is at Killingworth, near Newcastle. A box four feet long, three feet wide, and two feet eight inches deep will hold one ton of coal. If an artery is cut, compress it above the wound. A man's leg contains thirty bones. The Tower of London was burned in 1841."

"Go on, Mr. Pratt," says Mrs. Sampson. "Them ideas is so original and soothing. I think statistics are just as lovely as they can be."

But it wasn't till two weeks later that I got all that was coming to me out of Herkimer.

One night I was waked up by folks hollering "Fire!" all around. I jumped up and dressed and went out of the hotel to enjoy the scene. When I see it was Mrs. Sampson's house, I gave forth a kind of yell, and I was there in two minutes.

The whole lower story of the yellow house was in flames, and every masculine, feminine, and canine in Rosa was there, screeching and barking and getting in the way of the firemen. I saw Idaho trying to get away from six firemen who were holding him. They was telling him the whole place was on fire down-stairs, and no man could go in it and come out alive.

"Where's Mrs. Sampson?" I asks.

"She hasn't been seen," says one of the firemen. "She sleeps up-stairs. We've tried to get in, but we can't, and our company hasn't got any ladders yet."

I runs around to the light of the big blaze, and pulls the Handbook out of my inside pocket. I kind of laughed when I felt it in my hands—I reckon I was some daffy with the sensation of excitement.

"Herky, old boy," I says to it, as I flipped over the pages, "you ain't ever lied to me yet, and you ain't ever throwed me down at a scratch yet. Tell me what, old boy, tell me what!" says I.

I turned to "What to do in Case of Accidents," on page 117. I run my finger down the page, and struck it. Good old Herkimer, he never overlooked anything! It said:

Suffocation from Inhaling Smoke or Gas.

—There is nothing better than flaxseed.

Place a few seed in the outer corner of the eye.

I shoved the Handbook back in my pocket, and grabbed a boy that was running by.

"Here," says I, giving him some money, "run to the drug store and bring a dollar's worth of flaxseed. Hurry, and you'll get another one for yourself. Now," I sings out to the crowd, "we'll have Mrs. Sampson!" And I throws away my coat and hat.

Four of the firemen and citizens grabs hold of me. It's sure death, they say, to go in the house, for the floors was beginning to fall through.

"How in blazes," I sings out, kind of laughing yet, but not feeling like it, "do you expect me to put flaxseed in a eye without the eye?"

I jabbed each elbow in a fireman's face, kicked the bark off of one citizen's shin, and tripped the other one with a side hold. And then I busted into the house. If I die first I'll write you a letter and tell you if it's any worse down there than the inside of that yellow house was; but don't believe it yet. I was a heap more cooked than the hurry-up orders of broiled chicken that you get in restaurants. The fire and smoke had me down on the floor twice, and was about to shame Herkimer, but the firemen helped me with their little stream of water, and I got to Mrs. Sampson's room. She'd lost conscientiousness from the smoke, so I wrapped her in the bed clothes and got her on my shoulder. Well, the floors wasn't as bad as they said, or I never could have done it—not by no means.

I carried her out fifty yards from the house and laid her on the grass. Then, of course, every one of them other twenty-two plaintiff's to the lady's hand crowded around with tin dippers of water ready to save her. And up runs the boy with the flaxseed.

I unwrapped the covers from Mrs. Sampson's head. She opened her eyes and says:

"Is that you, Mr. Pratt?"

"S-s-sh," says I. "Don't talk till you've had the remedy."

I runs my arm around her neck and raises her head, gentle, and breaks the bag of flaxseed with the other hand; and as easy as I could I bends over and slips three or four of the seeds in the outer corner of her eye.

Up gallops the village doc by this time, and snorts around, and grabs at Mrs. Sampson's pulse, and wants to know what I mean by any such sandblasted nonsense.

"Well, old Jalap and Jerusalem oakseed," says I, "I'm no regular practitioner, but I'll show you my authority, anyway."

They fetched my coat, and I gets out the Handbook.

"Look on page 117," says I, "at the remedy for suffocation by smoke or gas. Flaxseed in the outer corner of the eye, it says. I don't know whether it works as a smoke consumer or whether it hikes the compound gastro-hippopotamus nerve into action, but Herkimer says it, and he was called to the case first. If you want to make it a consultation, there's no objection."

Old doc takes the book and looks at it by means of his specs and a fireman's lantern.

"Well, Mr. Pratt," says he, "you evidently got on the wrong line in reading your diagnosis. The recipe for suffocation says: 'Get the patient into fresh air as quickly as possible, and place in a reclining position.' The flaxseed remedy is for 'Dust and Cinders in the Eye,' on the line above. But, after all—"

"See here," interrupts Mrs. Sampson, "I reckon I've got something to say in this consultation. That flaxseed done me more good than anything I ever tried." And then she raises up her head and lays it back on my arm again, and says: "Put some in the other eye, Sandy dear."

And so if you was to stop off at Rosa tomorrow, or any other day, you'd see a fine new yellow house with Mrs. Pratt, that was Mrs. Sampson, embellishing and adorning it. And if you was to step inside you'd see on the marble-top centre table in the parlor "Herkimer's Handbook of Indispensable Information," all rebound in red morocco, and ready to be consulted on any subject pertaining to human happiness and wisdom.




The Pendulum



"Eighty-first street—let 'em out, please," yelled the shepherd in blue.

A flock of citizen sheep scrambled out and another flock scrambled aboard. Ding-ding! The cattle cars of the Manhattan Elevated rattled away, and John Perkins drifted down the stairway of the station with the released flock.

John walked slowly toward his flat. Slowly, because in the lexicon of his daily life there was no such word as "perhaps." There are no surprises awaiting a man who has been married two years and lives in a flat. As he walked John Perkins prophesied to himself with gloomy and downtrodden cynicism the foregone conclusions of the monotonous day.

Katy would meet him at the door with a kiss flavored with cold cream and butter-scotch. He would remove his coat, sit upon a macadamized lounge and read, in the evening paper, of Russians and Japs slaughtered by the deadly linotype. For dinner there would be pot roast, a salad flavored with a dressing warranted not to crack or injure the leather, stewed rhubarb and the bottle of strawberry marmalade blushing at the certificate of chemical purity on its label. After dinner Katy would show him the new patch in her crazy quilt that the iceman had cut for her off the end of his four-in-hand.

At half-past seven they would spread newspapers over the furniture to catch the pieces of plastering that fell when the fat man in the flat overhead began to take his physical culture exercises. Exactly at eight Hickey & Mooney, of the vaudeville team (unbooked) in the flat across the hall, would yield to the gentle influence of delirium tremens and begin to overturn chairs under the delusion that Hammerstein was pursuing them with a five-hundred-dollar-a-week contract. Then the gent at the window across the air-shaft would get out his flute; the nightly gas leak would steal forth to frolic in the highways; the dumbwaiter would slip off its trolley; the janitor would drive Mrs. Zanowitski's five children once more across the Yalu, the lady with the champagne shoes and the Skye terrier would trip downstairs and paste her Thursday name over her bell and letter-box—and the evening routine of the Frogmore flats would be under way.

John Perkins knew these things would happen. And he knew that at a quarter past eight he would summon his nerve and reach for his hat, and that his wife would deliver this speech in a querulous tone:

"Now, where are you going, I'd like to know, John Perkins?"

"Thought I'd drop up to McCloskey's," he would answer, "and play a game or two of pool with the fellows."

Of late such had been John Perkins's habit. At ten or eleven he would return. Sometimes Katy would be asleep; sometimes waiting up, ready to melt in the crucible of her ire a little more gold plating from the wrought steel chains of matrimony. For these things Cupid will have to answer when he stands at the bar of justice with his victims from the Frogmore flats.

Tonight John Perkins encountered a tremendous upheaval of the commonplace when he reached his door. No Katy was there with her affectionate, confectionate kiss. The three rooms seemed in portentous disorder. All about lay her things in confusion. Shoes in the middle of the floor, curling tongs, hair bows, kimonos, powder box, jumbled together on dresser and chairs—this was not Katy's way. With a sinking heart John saw the comb with a curling cloud of her brown hair among its teeth. Some unusual hurry and perturbation must have possessed her, for she always carefully placed these combings in the little blue vase on the mantel to be some day formed into the coveted feminine "rat."

Hanging conspicuously to the gas jet by a string was a folded paper.

John seized it. It was a note from his wife running thus: "Dear John: I just had a telegram saying mother is very sick.

I am going to take the 4:30 train. Brother Sam is going to meet me at the depot there. There is cold mutton in the ice box. I hope it isn't her quinzy again. Pay the milkman 50 cents. She had it bad last spring. Don't forget to write to the company about the gas meter, and your good socks are in the top drawer.

I will write tomorrow.

Hastily, KATY."

Never during their two years of matrimony had he and Katy been separated for a night. John read the note over and over in a dumbfounded way. Here was a break in a routine that had never varied, and it left him dazed.

There on the back of a chair hung, pathetically empty and formless, the red wrapper with black dots that she always wore while getting the meals. Her weekday clothes had been tossed here and there in her haste. A little paper bag of her favorite butter-scotch lay with its string yet unwound. A daily paper sprawled on the floor, gaping rectangularly where a railroad timetable had been clipped from it.

Everything in the room spoke of a loss, of an essence gone, of its soul and life departed. John Perkins stood among the dead remains with a queer feeling of desolation in his heart.

He began to set the rooms tidy as well as he could. When he touched her clothes a thrill of something like terror went through him. He had never thought what existence would be without Katy. She had become so thoroughly annealed into his life that she was like the air he breathed— necessary but scarcely noticed. Now, without warning, she was gone, vanished, as completely absent as if she had never existed. Of course it would be only for a few days, or at most a week or two, but it seemed to him as if the very hand of death had pointed a finger at his secure and uneventful home.

John dragged the cold mutton from the ice-box, made coffee and sat down to a lonely meal face to face with the strawberry marmalade's shameless certificate of purity. Bright among withdrawn blessings now appeared to him the ghosts of pot roasts and the salad with tan polish dressing. His home was dismantled. A quinzied mother-in-law had knocked his lares and penates sky-high. After his solitary meal John sat at a front window.

He did not care to smoke. Outside the city roared to him to come join in its dance of folly and pleasure. The night was his. He might go forth unquestioned and thrum the strings of jollity as free as any gay bachelor there. He might carouse and wander and have his fling until dawn if he liked; and there would be no wrathful Katy waiting for him, bearing the chalice that held the dregs of his joy.

He might play pool at McCloskey's with his roistering friends until Aurora dimmed the electric bulbs if he chose. The hymeneal strings that had curbed him always when the Frogmore flats had palled upon him were loosened. Katy was gone.

John Perkins was not accustomed to analyzing his emotions. But as he sat in his Katy-bereft 10×12 parlor he hit unerringly upon the keynote of his discomfort. He knew now that Katy was necessary to his happiness. His feeling for her, lulled into unconsciousness by the dull round of domesticity, had been sharply stirred by the loss of her presence. Has it not been dinned into us by proverb and sermon and fable that we never prize the music till the sweet-voiced bird has flown—or in other no less florid and true utterances?

"I'm a double-dyed dub," mused John Perkins, "the way I've been treating Katy. Off every night playing pool and bumming with the boys instead of staying home with her. The poor girl here all alone with nothing to amuse her, and me acting that way! John Perkins, you're the worst kind of a shine. I'm going to make it up for the little girl. I'll take her out and let her see some amusement. And I'll cut out the McCloskey gang right from this minute."

Yes, there was the city roaring outside for John Perkins to come dance in the train of Momus. And at McCloskey's the boys were knocking the balls idly into the pockets against the hour for the nightly game. But no primrose way nor clicking cue could woo the remorseful soul of Perkins the bereft. The thing that was his, lightly held and half scorned, had been taken away from him, and he wanted it. Backward to a certain man named Adam, whom the cherubim bounced from the orchard, could Perkins, the remorseful, trace his descent.

Near the right hand of John Perkins stood a chair. On the back of it stood Katy's blue shirtwaist. It still retained something of her contour. Midway of the sleeves were fine, individual wrinkles made by the movements of her arms in working for his comfort and pleasure. A delicate but impelling odor of bluebells came from it. John took it and looked long and soberly at the unresponsive grenadine. Katy had never been unresponsive. Tears:—yes, tears—came into John Perkins's eyes. When she came back things would be different. He would make up for all his neglect. What was life without her?

The door opened. Katy walked in carrying a little hand satchel. John stared at her stupidly.

"My! I'm glad to get back," said Katy. "Ma wasn't sick to amount to anything. Sam was at the depot, and said she just had a little spell, and got all right soon after they telegraphed. So I took the next train back. I'm just dying for a cup of coffee."

Nobody heard the click and rattle of the cog-wheels as the third-floor front of the Frogmore flats buzzed its machinery back into the Order of Things. A band slipped, a spring was touched, the gear was adjusted and the wheels revolve in their old orbit.

John Perkins looked at the clock. It was 8:15. He reached for his hat and walked to the door.

"Now, where are you going, I'd like to know, John Perkins?" asked Katy, in a querulous tone.

"Thought I'd drop up to McCloskey's," said John, "and play a game or two of pool with the fellows."
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