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634 THE STRAND
wind, half-a-dozen flunkeys in their knee-
breeches and yellow stockings bringing up
the rear. They ran full speed, thirty yards
past my post of observation, into a band of
waits, with lanterns and instruments, from the
village. These yokels were ready to turn and
fly themselves when they saw the strange
exodus from the Manor, thinking, no doubt,
that all the ghosts of which the old house
was well known to be the trysting-place had
suddenly appeared—not in singles but in
battalions—and scared the guests away from
their dinner and out of their five senses.

But the sudden halt didn’t help me in the
least. The dilemma was distinctly mutual,
and I did not bless the waits one little
oit. Had the thief gone down the drive
they would surely have seen him. It was
a perfect mystery how he could possibly
have dodged them. He had been seen in
full flight round the bend. He must either
have gone over into the dingle—a most un-
likely course if he knew what he was doing—
or he was hiding behind the yews.

Then commenced a game of hide and

seek. I nearly burst with laughter as I saw
this mixed company dodge in and out among
the sombre trees and catch at each other
convulsively, each thinking the other a
burglar. But there was no opportune open-
ing for me. All I could do was to kneel
stock still. One of the waits pointed me out.
His attitude showed terror though I could
not see his face. The laugh that greeted his
“find ” sent him behind a yew tree on a
fresh trail and very greatly reassured me. I
evidently looked my part.

Just then there was another arrival—the
local policeman and a big man in plain
clothes whom I guessed was a ’'tec. Lord
Wharton and some of the guests were in a
group near me when they came along, and I
heard the whole colloquy. Their arrival at
that moment was quite unconnected with my
affair, but it seemed to fit into the circum-
stances as detailed by his lordship in a few
sentences.

I heard the ’tec say: “ He’s a very old
hand, known commonly as ‘Toff’ Smith,
but his real name is Charles Markland.
He's wanted for a dozen big jobs, and I've
had almost certain advice that he’s some-
where in this neighbourhood.”

“Itll be he,” said his lordship, “ but he
has been baulked this time. Lieutenant
Fontenoy's valet was too quick for him. He
has got away in the most amazing fashion,
but it's a comfort to know that he has gone
empty-handed.”

MAGAZINE.

I'd heard of “ Toff ” Smith. He was one
of the big-wigs of the profession—a perfect
Napoleon of burglary—but it goes without
saying I was not he. So 1 was now not only
personating a snow man but involuntarily
standing in the shoes of * Toff ” Smith as well.

“ He’s got clear away ! ” one cried. *“ Why
trouble further? James tells me he did not
have time to pick up a pin. Let us have a
lark while we’re out” I guessed it was
Lieutenant Fontenoy who spoke, and all the
youngsters, who had enjoyed the whole thing
immensely, set up a shout, for he had
evidently suggested something.

“Cock-shies! Pay yer penny and take
yer chance! Now, then, fair and square !
No, don’t cross the drive. Who'll knock his
hat off first? Take yer chice—coker-nut or
cigar! I'm frozen to death! It'll warm us
up ! » B

These were the cries I heard, but I didn’t
at the first blush tumble to their meaning.
The ladies, clad in thick wraps, were at the
windows all this time, where they could look
along the drive and get news of the search.
Now I heard them laugh merrily as a small
boy ran across and made some communica-
tion to them. ‘

I quickly learned what it was. They were
to witness a bombardment. The whole band,
guests and waits—the police had hurried off
—were gathered together about twenty yards
from .where I knelt, and at the word of
command they let fly.

I have enjoyed snowballing in my time, but
that was when I had a chance of potting my
opponent in the nape of the neck when he
was stooping for ammunition. But to be
the sole target for thirty well-directed missiles
per second is another story. Move I dared
not. I must.grin and bear it, or, failing that,
bear it without grinning. I had jammed the
beastly old hat too tightly over my cranium
for it to be easily dislodged, and the fun in
consequence waxed fast and furious.

By degrees discipline broke down, and the
set distance was no longer regarded. Snow-
balls innumerable came at me from a range
of a few yards with terrific force. Recognition
was quickly put out of the question, for had I
been a veritable snow man I could not have
looked more like one. Every snowball that
hit—and few, indeed, missed—left its con-
tribution to my make-up, and I was shortly
in peril of suffocation from the accumula-
tion of snow about my mouth and nostrils,
and -almost equally in danger of temporary
blindness, but that the hat-rim protected me
enough, at least, to keep half an eye intact.
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