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cult person to placate if he suspected any
young bank cashier was short in his ac-
counts.

The second man in the middle of the
coach also wore a soft felt hat and had but-
toned his coat in anticipation. He was
younger and wore no glasses. He possessed
a moderate amount of male good looks—
in a stiff, selfish, impersonal way—yet no
one would ever slap him on the back and
call him by his first name and he conveyed
an impression of friendlessness, as though
along with satisfaction over getting home
went the uncertainty as to how he would
be welcomed.

This uncertainty—or something graver—
was troubling him mightily. At times a sug-
gestion of stark fright widened his hazel
eyes; as the freight yards were passed and
the street lamps of the little town came
into view he seemed to control his panic
and turn petulant. He was the first to get
to his feet as the train slowed, and by the
time it came to a stop he was out on the
car platform, a suit case in either hand.
Those two suit cases were plastered and be-
daubed with labels and stickers of steam-
ship lines and hotels in the Orient.

There was another on that train, the third
man, who kept himself as inconspicuous as
possible and rode in the last seat of the last
car, where he would draw the least atten-
tion. At first glance he might have been
taken for negro or Mexican. But he was
neither—his hair was straight and long, like
a woman’s. It was knotted under his en-
veloping hat with a jeweled clasp. His fea-
tures were prominent and cameo clean in
profile. When he arose and slipped out
upon the rear platform as the train ap-
proached the Galesburg station, he showed
himself six feet or more in height and his
carriage was imperial. Somewhere he was
a Somebody.

These three, then, came up to Galesburg
that night: Olaf Wismer, the Federal bank
examiner; Jack Cooper, foreign representa-
tive of the local iron mills, back from a
seven months’ trip in the Far East; a tall,
dark, sinister looking man with woman’s
hair, whose identity was something with
which to conjure, inasmuch as no one in
Galesburg ever learned who he was nor why
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he came—no one but Jack Cooper and one
other, of whom more presently.

The train stopped with a grinding of

brakes, a splashing of water and a tired
whistle of compressed air. Jim Doherty,
station agent, baggageman and telegrapher
in the day time, bent his head against the
wet and pulled his truck to the edge of the
baggage car door. The passengers began to
alight. Jim always went off duty as soon
as the “six o’clock ” moved on up the val-
ley; he paid them little attention, intent
on getting the express matter disposed of,
and going home. So he did not see the
bank examiner nor Cooper when they
crossed the platform, wormed through the
coterie of women and splashed through the
slush and mud behind the station and across
Main Street to the business section and
hotel. :
But Jim did catch a glance of the third
male passenger in a manner which momen-
tarily puzzled him. An express package
was thrown out to him from the car and
he missed it. The package fell down be-
tween platform and rails. Jim lowered him-
self down after it. As he looked under the
car he saw a shape slink across the epposite
track and disappear in shadow. It resem-
bled a very tall man who looked like a
negro, vet who wore his black felt hat like
a Chinaman. Just before he faded into the
shadow of the empty freight cars, however,
he straightened and watched some one.

‘“Sneaky lookin’ cuss,” commented Jim
to himself. “ Wonder why he got off the
back side of the train?”

But his package recovered, another bun-
dle was tossed to him. In the subsequent
business of turning the office over to the
night telegrapher, Doherty forgot the sus-
picious looking stranger.

CHAPTER 1L
A TELEGRAM—AND A QUESTION.

HE physical characteristics of Gales-

burg will call up familiar compari-

sons with hundreds of typically mid-
Western communities, wherever the wan-
dering sons and daughters of American folk
peruse this page.
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It lay along a muddy creek which winds
down serpentinely from southern Nebraska,
twisting its way through adobe mud,
through cottonwood and tumble weed and
sage. At a juncture of river and long-since-
obliterated Colorado trail, the town was
founded and grew. Throughout the Middle
West may be found hundreds of such com-
munities—unpainted, weather-beaten, half
paved, much billboarded, mostly wallowing
in a desert of sand or mud.

A series of grain elevators lined along the
railroad tracks, announced the town on the
south, Those tracks ran parallel to Main
Street; the railroad station in the heart of
the business section was second in impor-
tance only to the courthouse over the way.
From a store, a saloon, a hitching rail, a
blacksmith shop, a printing office, a handful
of cheap pine houses at first, the day came
when the pond of spring mud before the
courthouse was curbed, grass grew hehind
the station and was mown, a soldiers’ monu-
ment was erected by public subscription, in-
dustries came in with the development of
the iron deposits, grain elevators were erect-
ed, a village improvement society laid out
flower beds, the saloon was eliminated, two
banks prospered; the newspaper changed
from weekly to daily and held its own.
Galesburg, in that part of the State, became
a shopping center and place of importance.
Ten thousand people called it home even
sixteen years ago—the kind of American
town that New York novelists score in
cuadruple editions and cross-country tour-
ists remember as the place where they came
in after a day’s ride across wind-swept prai-
ries and after bumping up through a traffic
jam of dilapidated Fords, found they could
get a night’s lodging with supper and break-
fast for a dollar and sixty cents. For which
they thanked God, took advantage of the
price, pulled away from the next dayv and
forgot completely before they had reached
the western skyline.

Back over the years which had passed,
however, like every typical American com-
munity, Galesburg had possessed its due
quota of human successes and tragedies.
And assuredly not the least of the latter was
one Wilse Dilling, who each night took Jim
Doherty’s place as station agent and teleg-
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rapher in the muddy heart of the little
metropolis.

When the man with the deep, vertical
forehead wrinkle emerged from the Gales-
burg House dining room later that evening,
he went into the poorly lighted lobby and
procured a pad of telegraph blanks. Cross-
ing to one of the ink splotched writing
tables, he penned a telegram. Returning
the pad of blanks to the desk, he accosted
the night clerk. .

“ Where’s the Western Union office?”” he
asked curtly.

“ QOver in the station,” came his answer.
“ Go over and pound on the door till Wilse
Dilling hears you. We don’t send many
telegrams out o’ this place at night. There
ain’t nothing to telegraph about!”

The bank examiner smiled grimly and
went out. Down Main Street, two blocks
westward, he wallowed across to the dimly
lighted station and entered the mediocre,
tobacco scented waiting room.

It was one of those pine board stations
built after a stock pattern from Rowe, Mas-
sachusetts, to San Luis Obispo, California.
Accommodations for waiting passengers
took up the left hand half of the struc-
ture, while baggage and express room oc-
cupied the other. In between was the sta-
tion agent'’s office, lighted by a bay window
bulging from the front and commanding a
view of wide platform and trackage in either
direction and surmounted by a great sema-
phore and electrical transformer system. In
this office, behind the closed ticket window,
telegraph keys clicked monotonously, musi-
cally.

Wismer crossed over and knocked loudly
on the door.

“ Come in,” a voice finally invited.

The bank examiner found himself in a
cubby-hole of a room heated by a small
stove of sheet iron, with a bow desk in
the three windows, a counter separating
him from the man who sat thereat and much
express and railroad matter littering walls,
corners and dilapidated benches.

“T’'ve got a wire that’s got to go to-
night,” the examiner announced. “ Govern-
ment business and important.”

The operator nodded and reached for the
proffered message without turning around



644

or taking his hand from the key. Apparent-
1y he read the scribbled words mechanically
while listening subconsciously to the mes-
sage in transit.

Suddenly, however, the drift of the for-
mer hit him. There came a start of his
body, a slight contraction of his shoulders,
his hand trembled and locked the key.
Still back to the patron, he appeared to
stare mesmerically at the yellow sheet be-
fore him. It was abruptly quiet in the dingy
railroad office, quiet but for the outside
patter of the warm, spring rain and the faint
humming along the far flung wires.

Then the telegrapher turned slowly
around. He raised his face. And such a
face! Wismer gaped rudely.

Biting deep into the operator’s powerful
forehead was a green eyeshade. An electric
bulb, burning above, cast a greenish tinge
over those features, painting them the hue
of a drowned corpse. But it was more than
the weird coloring that held Wismer’s
glance. The operator possessed the most
disturbing countenance the bank accountant
had ever beheld in his life.

Beneath the heavy forehead, huge black
eves loomed through massive brows. A
heavy, accipitral nose increased the power
of the profile. But more than these, mouth
and jaw were neolithic. Primal man might
have possessed such facial strength to
crunch the bones of the slain beneath a red
moon in the river beds of long ago.

Down each harsh cheek, from the corners
of the heavy nostrils to the chin, were fur-
rows like great saber scars. That full, bal-
lasted chin was cleft in its center. One won-
dered, as Wismer wondered, how such a
countenance could ever belong to a night
telegrapher in a little tank town out in the
Middle West. Wondered—until one heheld
the things which stood in a corner near at
hand, ready for instant use—a pair of bat-
tered crutches.

The elder man’s gaze broke away from
the fascination of that adamant face, down
the chest and torso of the worker seated on
the opposite side of the counter before him.
From his well shaped head to his cordy,
hard muscled trunk, the telegrapher was a
splendid specimen of perfect American man-
hood. From his waist to his feet he pos-

ARGOSY-ALLSTORY WEEKLY.

sessed the twisted limbs of one whom child-
hood disease had tragically handicapped.

“Well,” demanded the bank examiner,
“can’t you make out my writing?”

(13 Yes.)‘

“ Then, what’s wrong?”

“ Nothing. You're—the Federal bank
examiner?”

“Iam. What about it?”

“ N-n-nothing,” returned the cripple
again. “ This will cost you ninety cents.”

“You’re sure you can read my writing?
I don’t want that message garbled.”

The telegrapher collected himself. To
make certain there would be no misunder-
standing he read aloud:

“ Galesburg, Kan., April 10.
“ Hovrates, Dept. Federal Banking,
“ Chicago, Ill.:

“Learned at Leavenworth, Joe Sawn and
Mike Horrity discharged last week. Probably
heading toward Lee Fang’s place, San Fran-
cisco. Wire coast and have them watched.
Going through Citizens and National here to-
morrow. Send instructions regarding Melton
matter, local hotel.

“ WisMER.”

“0. K.,” the examiner declared. “ Be
sure it goes to-night. And you’ll find me
at the Galesburg House when the answer
comes back.”

The cripple nodded.

Wismer had no excuse to remain. He re-
luctantly went out. But with the door into
the waiting room closed behind him, he
stopped and thoughtfully lighted a cigar.

The examiner had seen an expression in
the telegrapher’s face, and something in his
manner, duplicated scores of times in his
twelve years’ experience, on the faces of
fear-terrorized weaklings in cashiers’ cages,
who had gambled on the easiest way to for-
tune and affluence with the funds of deposi-
tors. Yet this fellow was not a bank cash-
ier. Why, then, should this message to
Washington have so strangely disturbed
him? Intuitively, the bank man felt some-
thing was not as it should be. He was
minded to go back in and become better
acquainted with the powerful faced cripple.
He thought of something better.

He crossed the empty waiting room and
went out the rear door. A thousand feet
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“ A book!”

“Yeah! Nights when he ain’t working
at the station he shuts himself up in his
room alone and writes and writes.”

“ About what?”

“ Nobody knows. He always locks it

»

“Ts he hopelessly crippled? Can’t his
legs be fixed?”

“You can search me. He told the min-
ister once that he had faith that some day
somethin’ would happen that’d let him into
the money to have ’em looked at. But it ’l]
take a hell of a lot of faith to raise the
dough for an operation like he’ll need, I'm
thinkin'.” :

The clerk was called to the rear. He
left Wismer frowning—f{rowning mightily.

Why should his telegram to Washington
have worked such alarm as the cripple’s
face had disclosed. Was it kis telegram
that had done it? Might it not have been
something else?

CHAPTER IIL
THE SECRET OF MICAH HADLEY.

ILSE DILLING locked his tele-

graph key so it would not bother.

No one else entered the office; the
town accepted that it was closed for the
night. Over his typewriter one drop light
burned dimly. Faintly the rain pattered
outside.

And the little nickel alarm clock hung on
the wall indicated ten minutes past eight,
then fifteen, then twenty, half past, twenty-
five minutes tosnine. Finally grim decision
registered on the cripple’s face. He reache.d
for the telephone, gave a number, got his
connection.

“ Come down and take my place at the
key for a couple of hours, Ned,” he re-
quested. “T've got to leave the office on
important private business.”

A youngster who had been studying te-
legraphy under Dilling responded wit.h
alacrity, glad of the opportunity to put his
instruction to practical application.

The cripple arose, and with assistance
donned a frayed raincoat which hung on
a wall peg. He pulled his derby well over
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his eyes and lit a cigarette to steady his
nerves. Out of office and waiting room he
swung on his crutches to a three-wheeled
tricycle on the rear platform. Lowering
himself into the little vehicle he hooked the
crutches on one side. Down the platform
ramp to the crosswalk he guided himself,
then with his arms he pumped the vertical
side sticks and wheeled away into the thick-
ening, nebulous mist.

One block north of the Main Street cor-
ner, in School Street, stood two houses al-
most identical in pattern. Built on the
same frontal line of walk and lawn, they
faced eastward about forty feet apart. The
first of these was owned and occupied by
Micah Hadley, his wife, and only daughter,
Gertrude. The second belonged to a widow
named Pease, who supported herself in re-
duced circumstances by renting rooms.
Wilse Dilling boarded there.

As Wilse turned into School Street now,
from the Hadley home he heard music.
Some one was playing a hymn, and the
knowledge of the organist’s identity and
the sentiment of the hymn she played,
gripped him suddenly by the throat:

“ Abide with me; fast falls the eventide;
The darkness deepens, Lord with me abide;
Though other helpers fail and comforts flee,
Help of the helpless—oh, abide with me!”

He swung off his little tricycle, mounted
the veranda clumsily, and rang the bell.
The music stopped. From the front room,
radiant with anticipation, came a girl—a
comely girl in a white frock, with hair like
spun gold. Across to the door she sped,
pink with love and the flush of greeting.
The overhead lamp blinked on. The door
was opened.

Thereupon the smile froze on her sensi-
tive face. Her disappointment was pa-
thetic.

“ Oh—it’s you!” she choked lamely.

The telegrapher tried to speak, but for
the instant his tongue was .thick ang un-
wieldy with embarrassment.

“1 wanted to see your dad, Gertie,” he
finally explained. He could hardly bring
himself to look into her face.

The girl tortured her handkerchief an
instant and collected herself also.
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childlike, as though frantically searching for
something at the same time under the papers
on his desk top.

Seventy thousand dollars! Not a great

“ sum in these days of millions, but a bad,

bad hole when gnawed in the finances of a
little country bank.

“How did you do it, Mr. Hadley—get
the money out without discovery by the
cashier, I mean? Tell me all about it.
Maybe I can help. That’s why I came in to
see you to-night—to help.”

The old man smeared his tears away,
failing to find the thing he sought, granted
he knew what it was.

“ There’s securities and notes in the vault
ain’t genuine, Wilse, I made myself bogus
loans on ’em because—ell, it was my wom-
en folks, Wilse. My wife and my girl. They
think—everybody does—that I'm well off.
I was once, Wilse. But I lost it. I bought
oil stock, Wilse. I ain’t never told ’em. I
ain’t never told anybody. I just been try-
ing to make R back. I couldn’t tell ’em;
it 'd break their hearts.

“ There’s my wife, Wilse; all her life she’s
worked hard. I was a fool to risk what
we’d made. But I did it thinking I was go-
ing to make still more for her and Gertie.
And I was getting old, Wilse, I was getting
old. When I knew I'd lost, I couldn’t bear
to tell ’em. I just tried—"

“You mean all your bank .stock and
everything—is gone—that you're poor?”

“1 own two shares, that’s all. Two
shares!”

“ But you're president!”

“ Because I know the business, Wilse, I
been president so long I got all the business
at my finger’s ends. That’s how I been
able to keep things covered up. But I was
afraid them telegrams from New York
would give me away—Oh, God, ain’t I
worried and worried? What’s there a bank
examiner in town ahead of time for, now,
unless he’s got wind of something?” quav-
ered Hadley.

“Do your directors know you've only
got two shares of bank stock?”

“Yes, they know. But they think I
turned the rest into cash to create a trust
for Gertie. And I ain’t got a cent! [ ain’t
got a cent!”
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‘“ And there isn’t any money in trust for
Gertie?” '

The old man shook his head. * And
that’s the hardest part of all, Wilse. That’s
what’s eaten into me weeks and weeks
more’n anything else, and made me desper-
ate to try and get something back. She’s
expecting to get married to Cooper within

" the year and have money of her own to

match his. It "Il kill her when she finds she’s
poor. And it may spoil her life. If she’s
poor, Cooper might not want her—”

‘1t ought to be /Zer that he’s marrying,
not her father’s money,” snarled the cripple
suddenly.

“T know, Wilse, I know, I know. But
anyhow, she’s got to know the awful dis-
appointment—"’

“Isn’t there anybody who’d loan you
seventy thousand dollars to get past this
tight place?” .

“ But what security could I give? And
how could I explain why I want it so quick-
ly—if the examiner’s here to-morrow? T'm
supposed to have more’n that in the securi-
ties of this bank. Wilse—have yox got any
money?” This last would have been asinine
if it had been less pathetic. Old Micah
Hadley was a man blasted, drowning,
clutching at straws.

“I've only got about thirty-five hun-
dred, Mr. Hadley, over in the savings bank.
Some my aunt left me. Most of it’s my
savings. I've been hoping some day 1
could go to that big specialist in Vienna
the Sunday papers print so much about, and
see if he couldn’t fix my legs. But you
could have it if it would do you any good.”

‘“ Thirty-five hundred ain’t nothing, Dil-
ling. I'm in for seventy thousand, I told
you—seventy thousand!”

Hadley seemed to have grown visibly
smaller, to have shrunken. His shadow on
the wall was as a hunchback, huddled for-
ward in the chair. When the green eyes
turned on Wilse, they were forked with
strange light, dilating, abnormal.

“T know,” said Wilse thickly. His face
was tense. He was thinking of what ex-
posure would mean for the girl he loved.
He looked up after a moment’s mental tor-
ture. He tried to smile reassuringly.

That smile! If he had kept his tense,
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been carrying on with all the cheap skates
in town behind my back.”

It was a jarring, discordant note in the
sweetness of their reunion—that crass at-
tempt at humor. The manner in which the
girl took no note, pulled herself together,
forced back the tears and smiled as whole-
somely as she was able, was a highlight
of pathos.

“Sit down and tell me all about your
trip—everything,” she suggested. And
she drew him over toward a deep-seated
chair.

“You wouldn’t understand, even if I
told you,” he replied. * \What do you know
about business?”

This was more subtle humor. Yet be-
neath it also was a flavor of resentment.
He did not want to talk serious things with
the girl until he had enjoyed her kisses, the
sensation of her soft arms about his neck
and the beat of her heart to his.

“Don’t think I'm so provincial, dear,”
she admonished. “ You know I'm inter-
ested. I’ll never cease to be interested in
your work because—because—well, I guess
I'm just that kind of person.”

He chould have appreciated the golden
worth of the girl, to declare herself so open-

ly. But if he felt appreciation, he kept it
hidden. He laughed and put his arms
around her.

Not until the girl began to show herself
a bit unresponsive, even to shudder in slight
repulsion during one of his overlong ca-
resses, did he grow serious and make an at-
tempt to give account of the past seven
months.

“ Gertie,” he demanded suddenly, “how’d
you like to go back with me to the
Orient?”

“Go back with you? Are you going
back? Jack, what do you mean?”

“71 mean I've had a job offered me out
there that’s a beaut—and there’s something
about the Orient, Gert, that gets you. I
don't know exactly what the spell is, but
once the Orient gets in your blood—"

“\Vhat part of the Orient, Jack? What
kind of a job?”

“Singapore! I can go out there and
manage an export house at a salary of—"

“ Singapore! It’s a long way off.”
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“ But you said a minute ago that you
weren’t provincial. Prove it! Don’t you
love me enough to follow and live with me
anywhere my business dictates?”

“ Certainly I do, laddie. You know
that.”

“ Well, then why not Singapore? That’s
why I was late in getting over here to-
night. I saw old Gales and his son and
put my offer up to them. They want me
to stay with them, but it's a matter of
money. Out there in the Far East I can
earn twenty thousand a year; Gales and
his son won’t ever pay me more than ten.
Don’t you see what a chance it is? How
about it? We'd get married and make a
honeymoon of it—going to the new job.”

“ Jack,” she said a moment later, her
voice mellow with the sweetness and purity
of her affection and loyalty, “I'd follow
you all over the world and live with you
in a hovel if it were necessary or would help
you—if there were only myself to consider.

“ But I'm thinking of more than myself.
I'm thinking of father and mother.
They're growing old. I'm all they’ve got.
Since you've been away, father’s been fail-
ing terribly. Sometimes I think he ought
to resign from the bank. He can’t carry
the financial burdens he carried once.
There are times when I come upon him
acting strangely, muttering to himself. I'm
frightened. If I went so far away, perhaps
I’d never see father and mother again. If
one of them died, I'd not even be able to
return for the funeral—”

“What of it? When a girl marries, she’s
supposed to drop her folks and leave them
out of her future, if she’s any kind of a
woman and really in love.”

“ Don’t say that, Jack. Don’t put it up
to me that way. You’re cruel!”

“T'm not cruel. I’'m sensible.
are called on to do it every day.”

“1'd at least have to think it over, Jack,”
she said unevenly. “ You’ve submitted the
idea terribly sudden; you’ll admit that,
won'’t you?”

“ Maybe.”

He said it quickly, unfeelingly. Though
she still sat close beside him, he had re-
leased her; his arm behind had dropped
away listlessly. He had a habit of pulling

Women
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Finally all that had transpired came to
him. He was still in the president’s office
of the Citizens National Bank, the office
in littered confusion. More than that, he
was alone; the crazed old banker who had
fallen upon him in aberration had gone.

Wilse finally discerned the hands on the
clock face above the door out into the lobby.
It was a quarter after eleven. He had been
unconscious two hours.

Laboriously, painfully, the cripple pulled
himself up the side of a chair, recovered his
crutches and swung upward. From a tem-
porary seat in the battered old swivel chair
he apprized the wreckage before him. Some
of the furniture was pushed from place, two
chairs were overturned, papers were every-
where. The balance of the ink in the bottle
which had been hurled at him had run out
on the floor beneath the counter and dried.

As the moments passed, 2 sense of the
danger of his predicament grew upon him.

In the first place his worst fears of the
past few weeks were realized—old Hadley
was deeply involved in felony. If the bank
examiner found a shortage on the morrow
and the president was apprehended, it could
only mean confession and swift punishment.
How the experienced old banker could have
weakened morally and succumbed to such
temptation with the example of scores of
younger absconders before him was not to
be debated now. Seventy thousand was
missing from the bank’s cash which had
to be replaced or tragedy was to follow, the
penitentiary or suicide for Micah, eternal
disgrace for his wife, blasting shame for the
daughter who had become the one big thing
in Wilse Dilling’s life.

He—Wilse Dilling—had the situation in
the hollow of his hand for this night only.
When the bank opened on the morrow
would be too late. Was there anything he
could do, any expedient he could employ,
any course of action he could follow, to
avert the ghastly tragedy and save the girl’s
life from ruin even though he never realized
a shred of credit for himself and no one ever
knew but himself and God?

Psychologists maintain that when a per-
son is lacking in certain physical senses or
members, other organs become intensified
and gain proportionately in acumen and
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power. The telegrapher had no legs worth
calling legs. He could not protect and de-
fend himself like normal men. Unreason-
ing child love which leaps out to those who
were sympathetic to him in the case of
every physically handicapped person gave
him a blind courage. His handicap accrued
to the sagacity of his brain. He did some
dynamic thinking there in the wrecked bank
office as the hands of the clock moved slow-
ly toward midnight.

He first hobbled out to the main doors
and made certain old Micah, in his flight,
had not left them open to excite the sus-
picion of a passer-by. Then he returned to
Micah’s office, closing the door behind him
into the lobby so that neither silhouette nor
shadow would fall on the outer floor. He
drew all the shades. Then he set about
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