CHAPTER XXVII
THE LAST

** S1x, seven, cight,” said Mr. Hazlewood, counting
the letters which he had already written since
breakfast and placing them on the salver which
Hubbard was holding out to him. Ile was a very
different man this morning from the Mr. Hazlewood
of yesterday. e shone, complacent and serenc.
He leaned back in his chair and gazed mildly at
the butler. * There must be an answer to the
problem which I put to you, Hubbard.”

IIubbard wrinkled his brows in thought and
succeeded only in looking a hundred and ten years
old. He had the meclancholy look of a moulting
bird. e shook his head and drooped.

“ No doubt, sir,” he said.

* But as far as you arc concerned,” Mr, Hazle-
wood continucd briskly, * you can throw no light
upon it ¥

* Not a glimmer, sir.”

Mr, Hazlewood was disappointed and with him
disappointment was petulance.

“ That is unlike you, IIubbard,” he said, ** for
sometimes after I have been deliberating for days
over somc¢ curious and perplexing conundrum,
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you have solved it the moment it has been put to
you.”

Hubbard drooped still lower. He began the
droop as a bow of acknowledgment, but forgot
to raise his head again.

* It is very good of you, sir,” hesaid. Iescemed
oppressed by the goodness of Mr. Hazlewood.

*“Yet you arc not clever, Hubbard! Not at
all clever.”

*“No, sir. I know my place,” returned the butler,
and Mr. Hazlewood continued with a little envy.

* You must have some wonderful gift of insight
which guides you straight to the inner meaning
of things.”

*It’s just common-sense, sir,” said IHubbard.

* But I haven’t got it,” cried Mr, Hazlewood.
“How’'s that 77

*You don’t ncedit, sir.  You are a gentleman,”
Hubbard replicd, and carried the letters to the
door. There, however, he stopped. **1 beg your
pardon, sir,”” he said, *‘ but a new parcel of The
Prison Walls has arrived this morning. Shall I
unpack it?”

Mr. Hazlewood frowned and scratched his car.

* Well—cr—no, ITubbard—no,” he said with a
trifle of discomfort, ‘I «m not sure indeed that
The Prison Walls is not almost onc of iny mistakes.
We all make mistakes, Hubbard. I think you
shall burn that parcel, Hubbard—somewhere where
it won’t be noticed.”

** Certainly, sir,” said Hubbard. ‘T’ll burn it
under the shadow of th: south wall.”
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Mr. Hazlewood looked up with a start. Was
it possible that Hubbard was poking fun at
him? The mecre notion was incredible and indeed
Hubbard shuffled with so much meckness from
the room that Mr. FHazlewood dismissed it. He
went across the hall to the dining-room, where
he found Henry Thresk trifling with his breakfast,
No embarrassment weighed upon Mr. Hazlewood
this morning. e effervesced with good-humour.

“1 do not blame you, Mr. Thresk,” he said,
* for the side you took yesterday afternoon. You
were a stranger to us in this house. I understand
your position.”

*1 am not quite so sure, Mr. Hazlewood,” said
Thresk drily, ** that 1 understand yours. For my
part I have not closed my eyes all night.  You, on
the other hand, scem to have slept well.,”

“1 did indeed,” said Hazlewood. “I was
relicved from a strain of suspense under which 1
have been labouring for a month past. To have
refused my consent to Richard’s marriage with
Stella Ballantyne on no other grounds than that
ocial prejudice forbade it would bave scemed a
complete, a stupendous reversal of my whole
theory and conduct of life. I should have become
an objecct of ridicule. Peopic would have laughed
at the philosopher of Little Beeding. 1 have
heard their laughter all this month. Now, how-
ever, once the truth is known no one will be
able to say " )

IHenry Thresk looked np from his plate aghast.

* Do you mecan to say, Mr. lazlewood, that
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after Mrs, Ballantyne has told her story you mcan
to make that story public?”

Mr. Hazlewood stared in amazement at Henry
Thresk.

** But of course,” he said.

* Oh, you can’t be thinking of it}”

“But I am. I must do it. There is so much
at stake,” replied Hazlewood.

“What 27

*“The whole consistency of my life. I must
make it clear that I am not acting upon prejudice
or suspicion or fear of what the world will say or
for any of the conventional reasons which might
guide other men.”

To Thresk this point of view was horrible; and
there was no arguing against it. It was inspired by
the dreadful vanity of a narrow, shallow nature,
and Thresk’s experiecnce had never shown Lim
anything more diflicult to combuat and overcome.

**So for the sake of your reputation for con-
sisteney you will make a very unhappy woman
bear shame and obloquy which she might casily be
sparcd?  You could find a thousand excuses for
breaking off the marriage.”

*“You put the case very harshly, Mr. Thresk,”
said Hazlewood. ‘‘1ut you have not considered
my position,” and he went indigrantly back to
the library

Thresk shrugged his shoulders. After all H
Dick 1lazlewood turned his back upon Stella she
would not hecar the abuse or sulfer the shame,
That she would take tac dark journcy as she



FOR TIIE DEFENCE 803

declared he could no: doubt. And no one could
prevent her—not even he himself, though his heart
might break at her taking it.  All depended upon
Dick

IIe appeared a few minutes afterwards fresh
from his ride, glowing with good-humour and con-
tentment.  But the sight of Thresk surprised him.

“Iulloa,” he eried.  ** Good-morning. 1
thought you were going to cateh the cight forty-
five.”

“T1fcltlazy,” answered Thresk. I sent off some
telegrams to put offl my engagements.”

“ Good,” said Dick, and he sat down at the
breakfast-table.  As he pourcd out a cup of tea,
Thresk said ¢ )

* T think 1 heard you were over thirty.”
*Yes.”

* Thirty's a good age,” said Thresk.

* It looks back on youth,” answered Dick.
*““That’s Just what T mcan,” remarked Thresk.
Do you mind a cigarette 77

* Not at all.”

Thresk smoked and while he smoked he talked,
not carclessly yet carcful not to emphasise his
case. *“* Youth is a graceful thing of high-sounding
words and impctuous thoughts, but like many
other graccful things it can be very hard and very
cruel.”

Dick Hazlewocd looked closely and quickly at
his companion. But he answered casually:

* It is supposcd to be gencrous.”

* And it is—to itsclf,” replied Thresk.  ** Gener-
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ous when its sympathics arc enlisted, generous so
long as all goes well with it: generous beeause it
is confident of triumph, But its gencrosity is
not a matter of judgment, It docs not come
from any wide outlook upon a world where there
is & good deal to be said for everything. It is a
maticr of physical health.”

*“Yes P said Dick. :

“And once affronted, once hurt, youth finds
it difficult to forgive.”

So far both men had been debating on an abstract
topic without any immediate application to them-
selves.  But now Dick leaned zeross the table with
a smile upon his face which Thresk did not under-
stand.

* And why de you say this to me this morning,
Mr. Thresk 2" he asked pointedly.

*Yes, it’s rather an impertincnee, isn’t it 7
Thresk agreed. “ But 1 was looking into a case
late last night in which irrevocable and terrible
things are going to happen if there is not for-
giveness.”

Dick took his cigarctte-case from his pocket.

‘“Isee,” he remarked, and struck a mateh.,  Both
men rose from the table and at the door Dick
turned.

" ** Your case, of course, has not yet come on,” he
said.

** No,"” answered Thresk, ““ but it will very soon.™

They went into the library, and Mr. Hazlewood
greeted his son with a vivacity which for weeks had
been absent from his derncanour.
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*“Did you ride this morning 7" he asked.

* Yes, but Stella didn’t.  She sent word over
that she was tired. 1 must go across and sce bhow
she is.”

Mr. IHazlewood interposed quickly:

*There is no need of that, my boy ; she is coming
here this morning.”

“Oh!”

Dick looked at his father in astonishment.

** She said no word of it to me last night—und
I saw her home. 1 suppose she sent word over
about that too 7"

1lc looked from one to the other of his com-
panions, but ncither answered him. Some un-
easiness indeed was apparent in them both,

“Oho!” he said with a smile. ** Stelia’s
comingover and I know nothingof it.  Mr. Thresk’s
lazy, so remains at Little Beeding and delivers a
lecture to me over breakfast. And you, father,
seem in remarkable spirits.”

Mr. Iazlewood scized upon the opportunity
to interrupt his son’s reflections.

“I am, my boy,” he cried. “ I walked in the
ficlds this morning and ” But he got no further
with his explanations, for the sound of Mrs. Petti-
fer's voice rang high ir the hall and she burst into
the room.

** Harold, I have only a moment.  Good-morning,
Mr. Thresk,” she eried in a breath. *1 have
somcthing to say to you.”

Thresk was  disturbed.  Suppose  that Stella
came while Mrs. Pettifer was here ! She must not
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speak in Mrs. Pettifer’s prescnce.  Somchow Mrs,
Pettifer must be dismissed. No such anxicty,
however, harassed Mr. Hazlewood.

‘ Say it, Margarct,” he said, smiling benignantly
upon her.  ** You cannot annoy me this morning.
I am myself again,” and Dick’s cyes turned sharply
upon him. ** All my old powers of observation have
returncd, my old interest in the great dark riddle
of human life has re-awakened. The brain, the
sedulous, active brain, resumes its work to-day
asking questions, probing problems. I rose early,
Margaret,” he flourished his hands like one making
a specch, *““and walking in the ficdlds amongst
the cows a most curious speculation forced itselt
upon my mind. IHow is it, I asked myscli "

It scemed that Mr. Hazlewood was destined
never to complete a scentence that morning, for
Margarct Pettifer at this point banged her uni-
brella upon the floor.

** Stop talking, Harold, and listen to mc! 1
have been speaking with Robert and we withdraw
all opposition to Dick’s marrage.”

Mr, Hazlewood was dumfoundered.

* You, Margaret—you of all pcople ! ™ he stam-
mered.

*Yes,” she replicd deeisively.  ** Robert likes
herand Robert is a good judge of a woman. That’s
onc thing. Then T belicve Dick is going to take
St. Quentins; isn’t that so, Diek 7"

*“Yes,” answered Dick., ** That's the house we
looked over yesterday.”

* Well, it’s not a coupleof a hundred yards from
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us, and it would nol bc comfortable for any of
us if Dick and Dick’s wife were strangers. So 1
give in. There, Dick ™ She went across the
room and h¢ld out her hand to him.  ** I am going
to call on Stella this afternoon.”

Dick flushed with pleasure. _

* That’s splendid, Aunt Margaret. 1 kncw you
were all right, you know. You put on a few frills
at first, of course, but you are forgiven.”

Mr. lazlewood made so complete a picture of
dismay that Dick could not but pity him. He
went across to his father.

* Now, sir,” he said, ** lct us hear this problem.”

The old man was not proof against the invitation.

“You shall, Richard,” he exclaimed. * You
are the very man to hear it.  Your aunt, Richard,
is of too practical a mind for such speculations.
It's a most curious problem. Iubbard quite
failed to throw any light upon it. I myself am,
I confess, bewildered. And 1 wonder if a fresh
young mind can help us to a solution.” Ile patted
his> son on the shoulder and then took him by the
arm.

* The fresh young mind will have a go, father,”
said Dick. * Iire away.” :

* I was walking in the fielcs, my boy.”

* Yes, sir, among the cows.”

** Exactly, you put your finger on the very point.
How is it, I asked myself 1

*That’s quite your old style, father.”

‘*“* Now isn’t it, Richard, isn’t it 2 Mr. Ilazle-
wood dropped Dick’s arm. He warmed to his
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theme. He caught fire. 1Ic assumed the attitude
of the orator. * How is it that with the advance-
ment of science and the progress of civilisation
a cow gives no more milk to-day thah she did at
the beginning of the Christian cra ?”

With outspread arms he asked for an answer
and the answer came.

‘A fresh young mind can solve that problem
in two shakes. It is because the laws of pature
forbid. That’s your trouble, father. That’s the
great drawback to sentimental enthusiasm. It’s
always up apainst the laws of nature.”

* Dick,” said Mrs. Pettifer, ** by some extra-
ordinary miracle you are gifted with common-scnse,
I am off.” She went away in a hurricunc as she
had come, and it was time that she did go,
for even while she was closing the door Stella
Ballantyne came out from her cottage to cross
the mcadow. Dick was the first to hear the gate
click as she unlatched it and passed into the garden.
He took a step towards the window, but his father
interposed and for once with a real authority.

** No, Richard,” he said. ** Wait with us here
Mrs. Ballantyne has something to tcll us.”

*I thought so0,” said Dick quictly, and he came
back to the other two men.  ** Let meunderstand.”
His face was grave but without anger or any
confusion. “ Stclla returned here last night after
I had taken her home ? 2

*“Yes,” said Thresk,

*“To see you 7"

“Yes.”
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*And my father came down and found you
togcther 77

* Yes”

“1 heard voices,” Mr. Iazlewood hurricdly
interposed, ' and so naturally I came down.”

Dick turned to his father.

* That’s all right, father. 1 didn’t think you
were listening at the keyhole. 1 am not blaming
anybody. I want to know exactly where we are
—that’s all.”

Stella found the little group awaiting her, and
standing up before them she told her story as she
had told it last night to Thresk.  She omitted
nothing nor did she falter.  She had trembled and
cricd for a great part of the night over the ordeal
which lay before her, but now that she had come
to it she was brave.  Iler composure indeed aston-
ished Thresk and filled him with compassion. He
knew that the very roots of her heart were bleeding.
Only once or twice did she give any sign of what
these few minutes were costing her. Mer eyes
strayed towards Dick Hazlewood's face in spite
of hersclf, but she turned them away again with
a wrench of her head and closed her eyelids lest
she should hesitate and fail.  All listened to her
in silence, and it was s‘rang. to Thresk that the
onc man who scemed least concerned of the three
was Dick Ilaziewood himself. Ic watched Stella
all the while she was speaking, but his face was
a mask, not a gesture or movement gave a clue to
his thoughts. When Stella had finished he asked
composedly :
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* Why didn’t you tell me sll this at the beginning,
Stella 77

‘And now she turned to him in a burst of passion

and remorse.
- **Oh, Dick, I tricd to tcll you. I made up my
mind so often that I would, but I never had the
courage. I am terribly to blame. I hid it all
from you—yes. DBut ohl you mcant so much to
me—you yourself, Dick. It wasn’t your posiition. .
It wasn’t what you brought with you, other people’s
friendship, other people’s esteem. It was just
you—you—voul 1 longed for you to want me,
as I wanted you.” Then she recovered herself
and stopped. She was doing the very thing she
had resolved not to do.  She was pleading, she
was making excuses.  She drew herself up and
with a dignity which was quite pitiful she now
pleaded against hersclf.

* But I don’t ask for your pity. You mustn’t
be merciful. I don’t want merey, Dick. That’s
of nouse tome. I want to know what you think—
just what you really and truthfully think—that’s
all. I can stand alone—if I must. Oh yes, 1
can stand alone.” And as Thresk stirred and
moved, knowing well in what way she meant to
stand alone, Stella turred her eves full upon
him in warning, nay, in mcnace. ‘1 can stand
alone quite casily, Dick.  You mustn’t think that
I should suffer so very mucl. I shouldn’t] I
shouldn’t——""

In spite of her control a sob broke from her
throat and her bosom heaved; and then Dick
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Uazlewood went quictly to her side and took her
hand.

*“I didn’t intcrrupt you, Stella. I wanted you
to tell everything now, once for all, so that no one
of us three neced ever mention a word of it again.”

Stella leoked at Dick IHazlewood in wonder,
and then a light broke over her face like the mormn-
ing. His arm slipped about her waist and she
lecancl against him suddenly weak, almost to
swooning. Mr, Hazlewood started up from his
chair in consternation.

*“But you hcard her, Richard!”

“ Yes, father, I heard her,” he answered.  * But
you sce Stella is my wife.”

*“Your » Mr. Ilazlewood'’s lips refused to
speak the word.  He fell back again in his chair
and droppced his face in his hands.  ** Oh, no!™

“It's true,” said Dick. ** I have rooms in London,
vou know. I went to London last weck.,  Stella
came up on Monday. It was my doing, my wish.
Stella is my wife.”

Mr. Hazlewood groaned aloud.

** But she has tricked you, Richard,” and Stella
agreed.

*“Yes, I tricked you, Dick. T did,” she said
miscrably, and she drew herself from his arm,
But he caught her hand.

* No, you didn’t.”  Meled her over to his father.
*That’s where you both make your mistake.
Stella tried to tell me something on the very night
when we walked back from this house to her
cottuge and 1 asked ber to marry me. She has
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tried again often during the last weeks. 1 knew
very weh what it was—before you turned against
ber before Y married her.  She didn’t trick me.”

Mr. Hazlewood turned in despair to Henry
Thresk.

* What do you say ?* he asked.

*That I am very glad you asked me here to give
my advice on your collection,” Thresk answered
I was inclined yesterday to take a dificrent
view of your invitation. But I did what pernaps
I may suggest that you should do: 1 aceepted
the situation.”

He went across to Stella and took her hand,

* Oh, thank you,” she cried, * thank you.”

*“ And now’—Thresk turned to Dick—*if I
might look at a Bradshaw I could find out the
next train to London.”

** Certainly,” said Dick, and he went over (o
the writing-table, Stclla and Henry Thresk were
left alone .for a moment.

* We shall see you again,” shesaid.  ** Plcase!”

Thresk laughed.

*No doubt. T am not going out into the night.
You know my address. Ii. you don’t ask Mr,
Hazlewood. It's in King's Bench Walk, isn't it 27
And he took the time-tabie from Dick Hazlewood’s
hand,
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