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CHAPTER XVI.

We found my lady with no light in the room
but the reading-lamp. The shade was serewed
down so as to overshadow her face. Instead of
looking up at us in her usual straightforward way,
she sat close at the table, and kept her eyes fixed
obstinately on an open book.

““Officer,” she said, ‘‘is it important to the
inquiry yon are conducting to know beforehand
if any person now in this house wishes to leave
it ?”

¢ Most important, my lady.”

T have to tell you, then, that Miss Verinder
proposes going to stay with her aunt, Mrs, Able-
white, of Frizinghall. She has arranged to leave
us the first thing to-morrow morning.

Sergeant Cuff looked at me. I made a step
forward to speak to my mistress—and, feeling
my heart fail me (if T must own it), took a step
back again, and said nothing.

“May I ask your ladyship when Miss Verin-
der first thought of going to her aunt’s?”’ in-
quired the Sergeant.

¢ About an hour since,
tress.

Sergeant Cuff looked at me once more. They
say old people’s hearts are not very easily moved,
My heart couldn’t have thumped much harder
than it did now, if I had been five-and-twenty
again |

#I have no claim, my lady,” says the Sexr-
geant, ‘‘to control Miss Verinder's actions, All
I can ask you to do is to put off her depart-
ure, if possible, till later in the day. I must go
to Frizinghall myself to-morrow morning—and
I shall be back by two o'clock, if not before.
If Miss Verinder can be kept here till that time,
I should wish to say two \\'01'(15 to her—unex-
pectedly—before she goes.”

My lady directed me to give the coachman
her orders that the carringe was not to come
for Miss Rachel until two o LlO(,k. “ Have you
more to say ?” she asked of the Sergeant, when
thl-, had been done.

“Only one thing, your ladyship. If Miss
Verinder is surprised at this change in the ar-
rangements, please not to mention Me as being
the cause of putting off her jowrney.”

My mistress liffed her head suddenly from
her hook as if she was going to say something
—checked hevself by a great effort—and, look-
ing back again at the open page, dismissed us
with a sign of her hand.

““That's a wonderful woman,” said 'ﬁm{:,esmt
Cuffy, when we were ont in the hall again.  “* But
for her self-control the mystery that puzzles you,
M. Jktteluhrc would have been at an end to-
night,”

At those words the truth rushed at last into
my stupid old head. For the moment I sup-
pose I must have gone clean out of my senses.
I seized the Sergeant by the collar of his coat
and pinned him dg,,mmr the wall,

“Damn you!" I cried out, *there’s some-
thing wrong about Migs R: uhel—an(l you have
been hiding it from me all this time!”

Sergeant Cuft looked up at me—~flat against
the wall—without stirring a hand or moving o
muscle ol lis mels mrlm]\ face.

‘“Ah,"” he gaid, “*you've guessed it at last!”

My hand ll|u||v(1 from his collar, and my
head sunk on my breast. Please to 1(_m(,mhg)
48 some excuse for my breaking out as I dlt!
that T had served the family for fifty years,
Miss Rachel had climbed upon my knees, and
pulled my whiskers, many and many a time When
she was a child.  Miss Rachel with all her faults,
had heen, to my mind, the dearest and Jnutlur
and hest young mistress that ever an old servant
waited on, and loved. T be 'r;,rul‘su;,u.aut Cuff’s
pardon, I;ut I'am afraid I did it with watery eyes,
and not in a very hecomine way,

"

answered my mis-

the Sergeant,

“PDon't distress yourself, Mr. Betteredge,”
says the Sergeant, with more kindness than
I had any right to expect from him. *‘In
my line of life, if we were quick at taking
offense we shouldn't be worth salt to our por-
ridge. If it's any comfort to you, collar me
again,  You don’t in the least know how to do
it; but I'll overlook your awkwardness in con-
sideration of your feelings.”

He curled up at the corners of his lips, and,
in his own dreary way, seemed to think he h'ul
delivered himself of a very good joke.

I led him into my own little sitting-room and
closed the door.

‘“Tell me the truth, Sergeant,” Isaid. ““What
do you suspeet ?  It's no kindness to hide it from
me now. "

““I don't suspect,” said Sergeant Cuff.
know."”

My unlucky temper began to get the better of
me again.

‘Do you mean to tell me in plain English,” I
said, * that Miss Rachel has stolen her own Dia-
mond ?”

““Yes,” says the Sergeant; ‘that is what I
mean fto tell you in so many words. Miss Ve-
rinder has been in secret possession of the Moon-
stone from first to last; and she has taken Rg-
sanna Spearman into her confidence because she
has caleulated on our suspecting Rosanna Spear-
man of the theft. There is the whole case in a
nut-shell.  Collar me again, Mr. Betteredge. It
it's any vent to your feelings, collar me again.”

God help me! my feelings were not to be re-
lieved in that way. *‘Give me your reasons!”
That was all I could say to him,

““You ghall hear my reasons to-morrow, " said
““If Miss Verinder refuses to put
off her visit to her aunt (which you will find
Miss Verinder will do), I shall be obliged to lay
the whole case before your mistress to-morrow.
And as I don’t know what may come of it, I
shall request you to be present and to hear what
passes on both sides. Let the matter rest for
to-night. No, Mr. Betteredge, you don't get a
word more on the subject of the Moonstone out
of me. There is your table spread for supper.
That’s one of the many human infirmities which
I always treat tenderly. If you will ring the
bell, T'll say grace. ‘For what we are going to
receive—'"

“T wish you a good appetite to it, Sergeant,”
I said. My appetite is gone. Tll wait and
see you served, and then I'll ask you to excuse
me if T go away and try to get the better of
this by myself.”

I saw him served with the best of every thing
—and I shouldn’t have been sorry if the best of
every thing had choked him. The head garden-
er (Mr. Begbie) came in at the same time with
his weekly account. The Sergeant got on the
subject of roses and the merits of grass walks
and gravel walks immediately. I left the two
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together, and went out with a heavy heart.
This was the first trouble I remember for many
a long year which wasn't to be blown off by a
whift of tobacco, and which was even beyond
the reach of Robinson Crusoe.

Being restless and miserable, and having no
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particular room to go to, I took a turn on the
terrace, and thought it over in peace and quiet-
ness by myself. It doesn’t much matter what
my thoughts were. I felt wretchedly old, and
worn out, and unfit for my place—and began to
wonder, for the first time in my life, when it
would please God to take me. With all this I
held firm, notwithstanding, to my belief in Miss
Rachel. If Sergeant Cuff had been Solomon in
all his glory, and had told me that my young lady
had mixed herself up in a mean and guilty plot,
I should have had but one answer for Solomon,
wise as he was: **You don't know her, and I
do.”

My meditations were interrupted by Samuel.
He brought me a written message from my mis-
tress.

Going into the house to get a light to read it
by, Samuel remarked that there seemed a change
coming in the weather, My troubled mind had
But, now
my attention was roused, I heard the dogs un-
easy, and the wind moaning low. Looking up
at the sky, I saw the rack of clouds getting
blacker and blacker, and hurrying faster and
faster over a watery moon. Wild weather com-
ing—Samuel was right, wild weather coming.

The message from my lady informed me that
the magistrate at Frizinghall had written to re-
mind her about the three Indians, Early in the
coming week the rogues must needs he released,
and left free to follow their own devices. If we
had any more questions to ask them, there was
no time to lose. Having forgotten to mention
this when she had last seen Sergeant Cuft, my
mistress now desired me to supply the omission.
The Indians had gone clean out of my head (as
they have, no doubt, gone clean out of yours).
I didn’t see much use in stirving that subject
again. However, I obeyed my orders on the
spot, as a matter of course.

I found Sergeant Cuff and the gardener, with
a bottle of Scoteh whisky between them, head
over ears in an argument on the growing of roses.
The Sergeant wus so deeply interested that he
held up his hand, and signed to me not to inter-
rupt the discussion, when I came in.  As far as
I could understand it, the question hetween them
was, whether the white moss-rose did, or did not,
require to be budded on the dog-rose to make ir
grow well. Mr. Begbie said, Yes; and Sergeant
Cuff said, No. They appealed to me as hotly as
a couple of boys. Knowing nothing whatever
about the growing of roses, I steered a middle
course—just as her majesty’s judges do, when the
scales of justice bother them by hanging, even
to a hair. * Gentlemen,” I remarked, **there
is much te be said on both sides.” 1In the tem-
porary lull produced by that impartial sentence
I laid my lady’s written message on the table
under the eyes of Sergeant C'uff.

I had got by this time as nearly as might be
to hate the Sergeant. But truth compels me to
acknowledge that, in respect of readiness of mind,
he was a wonderful man.

In half & minute after he had read the mes-
sage he had looked back into his memory for
Superintendent Seegrave's report; had picked
out that part of it in which the Indians were
concerned ; and was ready with his answer. A
certain great traveler, who understood the Indians
and their language, had figured in My, Seegrave's
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