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12 THE CRITIC

NEXT-DOOR NEIGHBORS.

(Continued.)

Yet his own heart grew sore as it was chsfed by the wotd, which could
not be forgotten.

The expressicn and the tone in which it was uttered came to him un-
bidden {o his dreams and roused him from needed rest—came to him as he
read the morniog paper while dashiog by rail to the city— came to him as he
added columns of figures at his desk, and caused him to make some terrible
blunders. “Gang !’ Although he was a mild-manoered map, and 2 mem-
ber of the church besides, he came to regard tbis next-door neightor, syoman
and handsome though she was, with deadly hatr.d. So intense did his
dislike becomo, that he sat io his window, one sultry moonlight vight, and
gleofully beheld a stray cow enter the Maytham garden and do more damsge
than any florist could undo at that sesson. *“Gang,’ indecd!

In fact it was more with joy than sorrow that, one day, Z:oas learned
from a chance scquaintance on the train thst there were apecial reasons
why Mr, Maytham would be away from home for some time, for the man
was a defanlter, and flzeing from justice. The Bortleys agreed that it was
providential that the families bad not become acquainted; for although
Zenas, like 2 good man, tried to pity sinners while he hated sin, told his
wife that a mere entry clerk, with a family dependent upon him, could nout
afford to be known as an acquaintance of a defaulter's family. Everybody
seemed *'down on ” the Maythams ; people said it was oply because the
house was in the wife's name that Mrs. Maytham bad 2 roof over her hezd—
—that the couple hsd not lived thete long, and never had become acquaint-
cd io the village, spyway.

Though he was still full of bitterness, Z+pas began to ba int=rested anew
in his bandsome neighbor, for he pever before had seen the wife of a crimin-
al—one of Mrs. Mzy:bam's class. Crimeshad been committed at Grass-
hopper Falls, apd wives of thieves and rowdies were 100 numerous, as
occasional subscriptions for their relief showed, but they were a shabby,
forlorn, characterless set, just like their busbands, while here, in the very
next house to Zsnas, was a criminal’s wife who was handsome, ssif-contained,
proud, apparently rich, and even scoroful of the honest. “Gang!”

Z=nss thought of Mrs. Maytham until he b:came almost fascinated by
her. His eyes sought her each day as he left home and 1eturoed. Finally,
wheo he got his customery summer vacstion of a fortnight, he spent hours
of each day in 2 hammock uoder 1he trees, looking siyly for Mra. Maytham,
and following her with his eyes whenever she sauntered through her finely
kept grounde. He was sorry for her ; he could uoderstand why she did not
csre to make new acquaiotances ; he could not see anything in her face
that indicated complicity io her husband’s crime; he 85 pitied her 1 her
loneliness and probable gloom that he prayed carnestly for her—but do
what he would he could not forget the tone in which she had called his
adorsble family a -‘gang.”

As the dog-dayz dragged on Zspas's hammock under tho trees became
more and more attraclive ss a lounging-place, until fivally the lile man,
who had often slopt out of doots in the woods when he was 2 country boy,
ventured to be young agaio and spend an occasional night in his hammock.
The firsteffcrt was quite successful, bat during the second night he was
roused by an awful dream of an anaconda glidiog through the grass near
him, and causicg a rustle such as any meandering anaconda could be
depended upon 10 make. Startiog up in & fright beucath his low-haogiog
covert of booghs he saw what at firat szemed really a huge serpent about to
cross the feoce and enter the Maytham estate ; through well-rubbad eyes,
howerver, the monster resolved itself iaoto a ladder, evidently brought from
a houss in course of bunilding not far away. Of course the ladder was not
moviog of its own volition ; 3 man was under it.

Z=nas was at onco as wide awake as If no such condition as eleep had
ever existed ; he also was 20 object of terror, 2048 conscious of the ontbreak
of cold sweat of which he had oftea heard but oever b:forc experienced.
What should he do? ‘hat could he do? Pshaw! Pezhaps the man
was a carpenter, who had been after a bit of kis own propenty, to have it
ready for use somewbere clse.  But no, the clock of one of the village
churches struck two just then ; it waa impossible that sny honest mechanic
could bz going to work at that time of night, brightly thsogh the mcon
shone. Maybe the fcllow was a fruit-iree plunderer—Z:=n3s bad been
warned to gather his own early pesrs if be did not wish the trecs to be
denuded some moonlight night by unbidden gatherers.  Well, if this man was
bent on stealing [ruit from the Maytham place, let him steal, it was a shame
thst such things should be, but Zzn2s was nol one of the thrze policeman,
and he wonld rather have bis own siogle pear trees stripped thao attack 2 mid-
night prowler, he cou’d not be expecied to pratect his neighbor's property—
the property of a neighbor who called bis family a ““gang.”

Bat horrors] The man was 1o f{rait thief, for be bad taken the ladder
toward the Maytham house—placed it in the shadow cast by the moon aed
ateod motionless 2 moment as if 10 reat, Ervidently he was a buorglar aad
koew his bosiness, for it was down town talk that the Maytham house
was expensively furnished and contsined much solid silverware, basides a
greet deal cf bric-a-brac worth its weight in gold. Probably the wicdows
inside the blinds werc wide open—all country windows were during dog-
dayas. Let that ladder once be raised, and the thief at its top, and Ze=nas
was sure that the frail blinds would prove no obstaclo to the fellow’s wicked
desigas.
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But what could the unsuspected observer do? He could not move
towsrd his own house without being vcen and heard ; even were he with-a
his doors he had no firearms, no telcphone, ro burglar alirm. He migh'
slip out through the shauows to hic gate and thence to the locsl police stat-
ion, nearly a mile away. but befure an fficer could come, the robbery would
be accomplished. Worse, still, the fellow, flushed by success, might move
the ladder across the fence and enter the Bortley home. True, Z2n1s owoed
o valuables except Lis wife and children, but .« ¢ thought of a rufliin prowl-
ing about his ssnctuary was not to be endured for an mstaot. Could he
scare ths fellow away by making a noise? Perhaps—but he had heard of
burglars who ran right at a noico instead of aw.y from it. Saould this
burglar at'ack him there would bs no hiog to do bat to gice up the ghost at
once, for his heart was already in his thro.t, and he fell unabie to move
hand or f.ot. And his life was iosured for only a thousaod doilars.

Terror 2and excitement had madz him 82 wild that exhaumon speedily
followed, with its constant apathy. Even his cinscience foilowzd the lead
of his will and became utierly demoraliz:d. It wss too bad, on general
principles, that a house should bz robbzd, but that particalar houss, pro-
bably furnished with toe wages of Maythum’s crimz—well, the little 1an
recalled, whhout a bit of shame, and 10 his great satisfaction, the infamous
old saying that ** the second thief is the best owner.” And really—this as
his conscience attempted to rally—might oot spoilation bs a judgmeat
upon the woman who had been so blind, insensate and bratal as
to call the Bortley family—the larger and better part of it—1 gaog?

But why all this wotry and terror 2 Probibly the man was after all
only a common fruit thief. Qoly a few feet from where the ladder hsd bzen
dropped was 8 grest tree of *‘strawberry ** apples, which the Bortley chil-
dren had been eyeing wis:fully for a fornight, as the blush of tae fruit had
Geepenad to crimson.  Such apples commanded a high price, as Borlley
had learned o his sorrow. Well, if the trees were robb:d, ths children
would be delivered from further temptation ; such trees were not safe when
he was a boy. He recalled, with a wicked chuckle, which was almost
audible, how he once had braved bulldog and shotgun to despoil such a
tree. Perbaps a tree of apples might not seem worth much to that proud
wormaa.

Just then the man began to raise the ladder, not to the apple tree, but
~zaiost the side of the houss. At the sawme instant Bortlzy's hoart and head
bsgan to throb as if they would burst. He feared beart diseass znd
apoplexy. Heclosed his eyes and tried to think of sowethiegelse. What
was in his mind a momentbefure? Oa, yes—that proud womas—woman—
woman—

In an instant the lit.le fellow slipped ont of the hammock, aad with
jaws tightly set and nerves and muzcles like bundles of steel wires, had
bounded across the fzoce and Joward bis neighbor's hcuse.

Short though the distance was, he had tims, as he ran, to realiz2 that his
wits had oever before been 3o clear since the night he had preposed to the
angel:c girl who afterward bacame his wife. The ladd=r had touchsd the
wall, making conaidersble noise, bai the burglar did oot seem to mind this,
for ne already bad a foot on tbe Jowest roucd when Z:nas, sprioging ia
froot of him, gave the 1adder a push and shake that threw him bickward.
The uoknown man spraog off quickly, bat in a0 iostant Zzoas had him by
the throat, and bearing him backward, got him upon the ground. For a
moment or {70 theto was a fisrce struggle : then the man appeared to yleld,
turoed oa his side.  Z:pas, fearing he had killed the fellow, relsxed his
grasp, but in 20 instaot he saw a hand draxing a pistol fr ma Jacket pecket.
Quickly the weapon was wrested away and throwa sside, and the strugzle by
patural armns began again.  Zspas recalizd, asif by magic, all the long-for-
gotten fistic Jore of the school yard acd villsge green; but his sntagonist
was larger than he, 89 the little fellow devoted bimseif 10 dodging, and even
some skil] at this art did oot entircly eave bim. Furst he became conscious
that he could not breathe through his nose ; then he lost the sight of one eye,
and his chest ached dreadfully, buat he availed himsell of another youthfol
trick, practiced by small boys who were attacked by balties—he got behind
his sntagonist and secured 2 tight collar-grip with both hands, brouoght up
his knee sharply agaiost the barglar's back, aod quickly bad the fellow se-
curely pinued to the groocd.

‘While the struggls bad bzen going oo Z:nas heard window blinds open,
and a startled exclamation in & vo c: ke ;omembzred well—the volce that
had utterzd the word “ gang.” Now, as he tried to breaths, he heard a soft
rustle, and looking up, saw clad all 1 whate, and wath har dishevelled, his
handsome neigbbar.

 Madam, this—this barglar—tried to get ioto—your house. I saw bim
—he tried toshoot me.  His pistol is somewhere—in the graws. Fuod w.
please—fire it—fast—make an alarm—briog h:lp.”

Dut the woman, instead of louking for the weapon, fell upoo her kocea,
looked at 35 much of the wman's fice as was visble and moanzd:

“ Oh, Arnthur "

Then she sprang to her {cet and hissed rapidly :

¢ IIe's no burglsr, man. Let him go—do you hear ms? He'sno burg-
lar, I say. He's my husbangd.”

“Your busbind I'" gasped Z:nas, relsxing bis hold—a movem:nt of
which the prosirate man endeavored to take sdvantage.

® Yes—ycs ! Hasn't 2 man a right to enter his o®n house aoy way he
chooses, when he's not expecied—his no key? Let him go. Don't you
hear me eay ke is my husband 2"
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