THE STOLEN

By ARTHUR

I

S Z” it had been necessary for
"’& ? 4 Mr. Hector Bushell to make a

25 fortune for himself there can
,,‘ 9 &\3“‘ be little doubt that he would
E! Q~! have done it. Fortunately

= I unfortunately—just as you
please —the necessity did not exist, for his
father had done it for him before he was
born. Consequently, Hector, who was a
genial if somewhat boisterous young man,
devoted his talents to the service of his
friends, whose happiness he insisted on pro-
moting, with their concurrence or without it,
by the exercise of his knowledge of the world
and whatever was in it, his business-like
acumen, his exuberant animal spirits, and
his overflowing, almost pestilential, energy.
Quiet - mannered acquaintances who spied
him afar dodged round corners and ran,
rather than have their fortunes made by his
vigorously - expressed advice, enforced by
heavy slaps on the shoulder and sudden
digs in the ribs, and sometimes punctuated
with a hearty punch in the chest. For he
was a large and strong, as well as a noisy,
young man, accurately, if vulgarly, described
by his acquaintances as perpetually “full of
beans.”

He had given himself a reputation as an
art critic, on the strength of a year or two’s
attendance at an art school in Paris; and,
indeed, he maintained a studio of his own,
expensively furnished, where he received his
friends and had more than once begun a
picture. But his energies in this matter were
mainly directed to the good of painters among
his acquaintances who were under the neces-
sity of living by their work. He told them
how their pictures should be painted, and
how they could certainly be sold. Indeed,
in this latter respect he did better than
advise the painter—he advised the buyer,
when he could seize one, and trundled him
captive into the studio of his nearest friend
with great fidelity and enthusiasm.

“The chance of your life, my dear sir!
he would say, snatching at the lapel of some
wealthy friend’s coat, and raising the other
hand with an imminent threat of a slap on
the shoulder. “The chance of your life!

Z%e coming man, I assure you ! | Something
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like an investment. A picture they'll offer
you thousands for some day, and I do believe
I can get it for .you for a couple of hundred !
Come and see it before some dealer gets in!”

It was with some such speech as this
that he interrupted Mr. Higby Fewston, the
margarine magnate, full of the report of the
robbery a day before of a Gainsborough por-
trait from a house in Charles Street, Berkeley
Square. Mr. Fewston was not the sort of
man to take a deal of interest in pictures for
their own sake, but the newspapers estimated
the money value of the missing picture at
twenty thousand pounds, and he found that
very touching. He had the same respect for
that Gainsborough, which he had never seen,
that he would have had for a cheque for the
sum signed by the firm of Rothschild ; rather
more, in fact, for if the cheque were stolen it
might be stopped and so rendered valueless ;
but there was no stopping the Gainsborough
till you had caught the thief. So that Mr.
Fewston found himself taking an unwonted
interest in art; and when Hector Bushell,
seizing the opportunity and pulling at his
arm, drew him in the direction of Sydney
Blenkinsop’s studio, he offered less resistance
than otherwise he might have done.

“ Man named Blenkinsop,” declaimed the
zealous Hector. “ Capital chap, and paints
like—like a double archangel. His studio’s
close by—come and look for yourself. Of
course, nothing need be said about buying
the picture, if you don’t want to. But just
come and see it—— TI'll pretend we were
You'll have the
sort of chance that people had in Gains-
borough’s own time. Why, I don’t suppose
/e got more than a couple of hundred or so
for the very picture the papers are so full of
to-day ! ”

Mr. Fewston suffered himself to be dragged
through many streets—the studio was not so
near as Hector’s enthusiasm made it seem—
and finally into the presence of Mr. Sydney
Blenkinsop, the painter. Blenkinsop was,
by the side of Bushell, a comparatively quiet
young man, not without apprehension of the
possible consequences of his friend’s de-
votion ; for one never could tell what wild
things Bushell might have been saying
about one.
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THE STOLEN
“is a place I don’t like. There’s a bad train
service.”

Such a criticism as this even Hector
Bushell could not readily answer. He
attempted to evade the point, and returned
again to his “values.” But any reference to
values unsupported by definite figures made
little impression on the commercial mind of
Mr. Fewston, and in a very few minutes more
he drifted out, with Hector Bushell still in
close attendance.

Hector, however, remained with the
margarine Macenas only long enough to
discharge another volley of admiration for
the picture, and took his leave at the first
convenient corner. As a consequence he
was back in five minutes, to discover Sydney
Blenkinsop vengefully kicking a lay figure.

“ Don't bring another chap like that to this
place,” cried the painter, savagely, “or I'll
pitch him out o’ window ! ”

“ My dear chap, don’t be an ass! You've
got no business instincts. A man like that’s
invaluable, if you can only kid him on. He'll
buy any old thing, if he buys at all.” '

“ If ! ”

“You're an ungrateful infidel. I tell you
I'm going to sell that ‘Keston Common’
for you. What could you do with it by
yourself ?

“Put a stick through it—burn it—any-
thing! I’m sick of the whole business.”

“ Just what I expected. You could put a
stick through it or burn it—and what’s the
good of that?”

“What'’s the harm? I can’t sell it, and
they won’t hang it at the shows; I know that
before I send it.”

“You know everything that’s no use to
you and nothing that pays. You can burn
a picture, but you can’t sell it. Now, I'm
going to sell that picture for you, if you'll
let me, Will you?”

“You can do what you like with it.”

“ Done with you, my boy! I’ll make you
famous with it, and I'll get you money for
it. I’ve an idea such as you couldn’t invent
in a lifetime. Shut up the shop now and
we'll talk it over at the Café Royal. Come
along. We'll have a little dinner out of the
money I'm. going to make for you. But
you've to take orders from me, mind.”

IL

THE evening papers flamed with the tale of
the lost Gainsborough, as the morning papers
had done before them, and the morning
papers of the next day kept up the flame
with scarcely diminished violence.' ' Sydney
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Blenkinsop rose with nothing but a headache
to distinguish him from the other unknown
people about him, but by lunch-time he was
as famous as Gainsborough himself. For
another picture had been stolen. The even-
ing papers came out stronger than ever,
giants refreshed by a rew sensation, with
the blinding headline, ANOTHER PICTURE
RoeBErY! Sub-headings sang of A Dan-
GEROUS GANG AT WoRK, and deplored a
YounG PAINTER'S MISSING MASTERPIECE.
Sydney Blenkinsop was the young painter,
and the view of Keston Common was the
missing masterpiece. In the eyes of thou-
sands of worthy people Mr. Sydney Blen-
kinsop became an artist second only in
importance to Gainsborough, if second to
anybody ; and Mr. Sydney Blenkinsop, him-
self appalled by the overwhelming success of
Mr. Hector Bushell’'s scheme, would have
fled the country, but for the superior will-
power of that same Hector Bushell, who
never left his side. .

For journalists haunted the studio and
“wrote up” the whole business afresh for
every edition of all the daily newspapers in
England. Sydney would have bolted the
door and fled from the rear, but Hector
ordered in caviare sandwiches and oyster
patties and a case of champagne, and was the
life and soul of the party. When Sydney
seemed at a loss for a judicious answer—
which occurred pretty often—Hector was
instantly equal to the occasion. The main
story was simple enough, and was cunningly
left to rest entirely on the word of the police.
The constable on the beat had perceived, in
the grey of the morning, that a window of
the studio had been opened, and a pane
broken in the process. Nobody seemed to
be in the place, so the policeman kept watch
by the window till assistance arrived, when it
was found that obviously a thief had entered
the place, but had left. It was not found
possible to communicate with Mr. Blenkinsop
till the morning was well advanced and some-
body was found who knew the address of his
lodgings ; and then he was met as he was
leaving home for the studio, in company with
his friend, Mr. Bushell. Things in the
studio had been much disarranged, and the
picture, a view of Keston Common, had been
cut from its frame and taken.

So much for the simple facts as observed
by the police ; but the frills, embroideries,
tassels, tinsels, and other garnishings which
lent variety and interest to the narrative
came in an.inexhaustible and glorious
torrent from Hector Bushell. - He took each
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*“ Now, there!” Hector Bushell spread his
arms in injured protest. ‘ There’s ingrati-
tude! I've positively made you the most
celebrated painter alive, all in the course of
a few hours, and you — you pretend you
don’t like it! Oh, come off it! Why, there
are thousands of respectable people in this
country to-day, who couldn’t name six painters
who ever lived, that know all about you—
and Gainsborough. I fetched the Press
round—did it all!”

“And how's it all going to end? And
where #s the picture? Why won’t you tell
me that? ”

“Well, I was afraid somebody might
catch on to a sort of idea that you knew
where 1t was, and I wanted you to be able to
say you didn’t, that’s all. Nobody has had
any such unworthy suspicions, and so there’s
no harm in inviting you to admire the dodge.
When I got home last night with the canvas
rolled up under my arm I just took it to bed
with me till the morning. When I woke I
thought it over, and I remembered a big roll
of old stair-carpet up in a garret where
nobody went—a useless old roll that my
dear old mother has dragged about with us
for years—ever since we lived in Russell
Square, in fact. It’s never been touched
since it came, and never will be. So I
nipped out and up into the garret with the
picture, unrolled a few yards of the carpet,
slipped the canvas in very carefully, painted
side out, rolled up the carpet again, tied it,
and shoved it back among the other old
lumber. And there it can stay, safe as the
Bank, till we want it again !”

“Till we want it again !
that be?”

“When we've sold it. You leave it to
me, my bonny boy. Remember that other
Gainsborough that was stolen—the ¢ Duchess.’
Would that have fetched such a price if it
badn’t been stolen and boomed up? Not or
your life. I'm out to sell that picture for
you, and I'm going to do it—to say nothing
of immortal glory, which I'm positively
shovelling on you where you stand. Hark !
There’s another reporter. Keep up that
savage, worried look—it’s just the thing for
the plundered genius!”

But this visitor was no reporter. It was,
indeed, Mr. Higby Fewston, much mote
alert and affable than yesterday, and eager
for news of the picture.

“Is there any chance of getting it?” he
asked, with some eagerness. ‘Have the
police got on the track of the thief yet ?”

“No, they haven’t—yet,” replied ' Hector

And when will
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Bushell, calmly. “ But I should think there
was a very good chance of getting the
picture, ultimately.”

“I suppose you'll offer a reward ? ”

“Well, we'll have to think it over.
bit early as yet.”

“Tell me now,” Mr. Fewston pursued,
with increasing animation, “can the picture
be properly repaired ? Isn’t it cut out of the
frame ?”

“Yes, but that’s nothing.
lined and put back.”

“ That'’s satisfactory. And now as to the
flowers—I think I remember yellow flowers
right in the front of the picture. They are
cowslips, I hope?”

“Oh, yes—cowslips, of course,” replied
Hector, with easy confidence, since cowslips
seemed to be required.  While Sydney
Blenkinsop, who had spotted in a few
touches of yellow in the foreground because
it seemed to be wanted, and with a vague
idea of possible furze-blossoms, or buttercups,
gasped and- wondered.

“And I suppose more cowslips could be
put in, if required, by a competent man ?”

“I don’t think any more are required,”
put in Sydney Blenkinsop, decidedly.

“ No—very likely not — just an inquiry.
I 4id think at the time there seemed to be
rather a lot of cowslips for Keston Common,
but I do a good -deal in the ¢ Cowslip ’ brand
of—the—the article I deal in, and there
might be a possibility of reproducing the
work as an advertisement. One has to con-
sider all these things, of course ; and on the
whole I'd like to buy that picture, if you get
it back. What about price ?”

“ Five hundred,” said Hector promptly,
before Sydney could open his mouth.

“Um, rather high, isn’t it?” commented
Fewston, equably. “I was thinking of, say,
three hundred.”

“\Vell, yes,” Hector responded, just as
affably. * Yesterday that might have done,
but just now it’s to-day.” And he regarded
the margarine magnate with a long, deliberate,
placid wink.

“Ah, well, I understand, of course,”
replied Fewston, who appeared to far better
advantage to-day, discussing business, than
yesterday, misunderstanding art. “ Of course,
I quite recognise that all this publicity—
naturally Mr. Blenkinsop wants all the
benefit possible from it—quite legitimate, of
course. But there, the picture isn’t recovered
yet. Meantime, I may consider [ have the
refusal of it contingently, I suppose? You
see, Mr. Bushell —you-are evidently a man of

It’s a

It’s easily re-
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expressed strong views as to the inefficiency
of the police, and made occasion to allude to
his views on the London County Council.
Speaking as an art critic, Mr. Fewston con-
sidered Mr. Blenkinsop certainly the greatest
painter of the present time; and the stolen
masterpiece was a great loss to him, person-
ally, the intending purchaser. There could
be no doubt in Mr. Fewston’s mind that the
same clever gang had captured the two great
pictures — evidently educated criminals of
great artistic judgment. And then came
certain notable and mysterious hints as to
astonishing things that Mr. Fewston might
say as to the whereabouts of the plunder, if
it were judicious—which at this moment of
course it was not. The “boom ” went so well
that Sydney Blenkinsop himself began to look
upon his sudden notoriety with a more com-
placent eye. In another day or two the affair
had run best part of the ordinary course of a
newspaper “boom,” the Bishop of London
had given his opinion on it, and while the
Gainsborough column shrank considerably,
the Blenkinsop column became a mere
paragraph at its foot. It would seem to be
the proper moment for the recovery of the
picture.

And now it grew apparent that this was the
great difficulty. What had been done was
easy enough; it had almost done itself—
with the constant help of Hector. But to
restore the picture—naturally, unsuspiciously,
and without putting anybody in jail—this
was a job that grew more difficult the more
it was considered. Hector Bushell grew un-
wontedly thoughtful, and Sydney Blenkinsop
began to get ungrateful again. He had been
dragged up a blind alley, he said, and now
he wanted to know the way out. Hector
smoked a great many strong cigars without
being able to tell him.

They parted moodily one night toward the
end of the week, and the next day Sydney
was alone in his studio all the morning. He
was growing fidgety and irritable, notwith-
standing his- new-found eminence, and he
wondered what kept Hector away. Was he
going to shirk now that the real pinch was
coming? Work was impossible, so the par-
taker in Gainsborough’s glory loafed and
smoked and kicked his furniture, and smoked
and loated again. His lunch was brought
him from the corner public-house, and he ate
what he could of it. Then he took to look-
ing out of door, as is the useless impulse of
everybody anxiously awaiting a visitor. He
had done it twice, and was nearing. the lobby
again when the cry of a running newsboy
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struck his ear. He pulled the door open
hurriedly, for he seemed to hear something
like the name Gainsborough in the shout.
There came the boy, shouting at each studio
door as he passed and waving his papers.
Sydney extended his coin and snatched the
paper as the boy ran past. It was fact; he
had heard the name of Gainsborough, for the
thousandth time that week. The picture had
been discovered in the thief’s lodgings, but
the thief had bolted and was still at large.
There was not much of it under the staring
headline, but so much was quite clear. Thes
picture was found, but the thief had got
away.

Wasn’t there a chance in this? Surely
there ought to be. Why didn’t Hector
Bushell come ? Surely, if they were prompt
enough, some little dodge might be built on
this combination of circumstances by which
his picture might be brought to light again—
also without the thief. They knew, now,
where the thief 4ad been, and that he was
gone. This was good news.  Hector could
certainly make something of that. Where
was he?

He was at the door, in the lobby, in the
studio, even as the thought passed. Flushed
and rumpled, wild of eye, with dust on his
coat and a dint in his hat, Hector Bushell
dropped into the nearest seat with an inar-
ticulate “ G’lor ! ”

*“What’s up ? ” cried Sydney. * The Gains-
borough—do you know? They've got it!”

“Blow the Gainsborough—where’s the
Blenkinsop? Sydney, it’s a bust-up !”

“What is?”

“The whole festive caboodle ! The entire
bag of tricks! My mother’s been and sent
the roll of stair-carpet to the jumble sale !”

“The what?”

“Jumble sale—Mrs. Fewston’s jumble sale;
Stockjobbers’ Almshouse Fund !”

“Great heavens ! ”—Sydney leapt for his
hat—* whereisit? Whenisit? What—"

“No go !” interrupted Hector, with a feeble
wave of the hand. “Nogo! It's to-day—
I've been there. Blazed off there the moment
I knew it. They’d sold the carpet to an old
woman just before I arrived. Streaked out
after her and caught her two streets off ; she
was shoving it home in a perambulator. I
grabbed it with both hands and offered to

buy it. 1 was a bit wild and sudden, I
expect, and the old girl didn’t under-
stand ; started screaming, and laid into

me with an umbrella. I wasn’t going to
wait for a crowd, so I.out with the stair-
carpet and  bowled it _open all along the
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pavement. There was no picture in it—
nothing! I kicked it the whole length out,
all along the street, and then pelted round
the next corner while the old party was tangled
up with the other end. Sydney, my boy, it's

pretty plain. He could never afford to
stultify himself publicly after the advertise-
ment he had so anxiously gained. And the
interviews in the newspapers! And the
County Council election! And the limited

‘1 GRABBED IT WITH BOTH HANDS."

my belief Fewston’s got that picture now !
The carpet was sent to the house!”

*““What in the world shall we do?
in a fine sort of mess!”

For a time Hector Bushell had no answer.
It was quite clear that Fewston must be in
possession of the picture, for the carpet had
been in his house since the evening of the
day before yesterday. More, now that he
came to rescue his memory from the con-
fusion wrought by his recent adventure, it
struck him that at the jumble sale Mrs.
Fewston had treated him to a cool stare of
severe disdain which—— At the moment
it had passed almost unnoticed, such was his
excitement, but now he remembered it well
enough. Also, it suggested many things.
Why had nothing been heard from Fewston ?
He had had a full day and a half to flare up
in, if to flare up he had wished, but he was
lying low. Why? The answer seemed

We're

company ! It was plain that Mr. Fewston's
interests were not wholly divorced from their
own, aflter all.

“\What sAall we do?” reiterated Sydney,
wildly. * We're in a most hideous mess !”

“Mess?” repeated Hector, straightening
his hat and gradually assuming his customary
placidity. “ Mess? Oh, I don't know,
after all. I was a bit startled at first, but we
haven’t accused anybody, you know. [I¥e'7e
perfectly innocent. If you like to authorize
me to get in at your studio window to
fetch a picture, why shouldn’t you? And
if the police like to jump to conclusions—
well, they ought to know better. Lend me
a clothes-brush.”

“ But what about Fewston?”

“That's why I want the clothes-brush.
He’s in it pretty deep after those published
interviews, eh? We'll go round and collect
that money.”





