The Whisper

By Robert W. Chambers

As | entered the dley the bdls of the dim city tolled for the passng night. Far in the black maze
of filthy lanes and mig-choked dreets a policeman whidled; | heard the digant din of an
Elevated train, rushing through the fog, nearer, nearer, duller now, now smothered in the vapour
which ralled from river to river, thick, heavy, difling.

In the gloom of the dley a shadowy form loomed up and passed, leaving no sound of footsteps
in my ears, but dl around me the vapour became faintly tainted with opium and a flare of yelow
light streamed out across the fog from an opening door. There was a momentary murmur of
voices, the soft dhwffle of fdt-shod feet, the rustle of slken deeves. A panted paper lantern
swvung from the doorway, dipped, and disappeared. | heard the deadened dam of the door and the
black night veiled my eyes again.

An empty truck, with broken shafts buried in the mud of the gutter, blocked the sdewak, and |
crossed the greasy pavement to avoid it.

Around the pde flame of a gas lamp the fog spun an iridescent ova; the wet sdewak
gimmered underneath. Far down the reeking throat of the dley an arc-light shone like a grey
star.

| raised my eyes to the dark house before me where from a rusting bacony a sgn hung low
above the doorway.

“This was her house,” | said doud to mysdf; but | passed on to the next house. Here | paused a
moment, looking back at the bamboo sgn dripping with fog, then turned and descended some
wooden steps to an iron door. Before | could find the handle, wrought in bronze like a dragon’s
claw, the door flew open and | heard McManus angry bdlow; “Git t' hell outer here, yer dope
suckin' yap!” and a Chinaman was hustled into the area beside me.

“Chin chin thlough hettee!” snarled the Chinaman, “walkee where dlam please!”

“I'll wakee you on yer neck!” growled McManus, and kicked the Chinaman hdf way up the
steps.

“Dlam! Dlam! Dlam!” screamed the Chinaman, dancing with rage, but Charley, the bouncer,
burst out of the door, and the Chinaman fled chattering like an infuriated gpe.

| stepped into the low-ceilinged room and took a char a a cherry-wood table beside the wall.
Two young men stting there said, “Hello, Im!”

“Good evenin',” sad McManus, leaning over the bar, “did you see me givin' de bounce to
Wah-Wo?’

“Yes” | sad, “when did he come back?’

“He jest come in. | told him to git an’ he give me de ha-ha, so Charley trun him down. What
t'hel, sez |, an’ he gives me back tak! Say, | won't do at’ing to him!”

One of the young men a the table besde me looked up from the Welsh-rabbit he was edting
and cdled for de. McManus brought it himsdf, a brimming pewter mug, and wiped his hands on
his blub agpron. Then he bawled for Charley to take my order.

“Sure” sad Chancy coming in from the street where he had been patiently waiting for a scrap,
and he leaned with both fists on the table and winked pleasantly a the company. Lynde, of the
“Herad,” advised me to try a rabbit, and Penlow, of the “Tribune,” spoke well of the chops, so |
left it to Charley and he retired to the grill, whistling, “Oh | don’t know!”



“It's a wonder to me” | sad, hanging my wet mackintosh on a peg and kicking off my
overshoes, “it'sawonder to me that Wah-Wo was discharged.”

“There was no evidence to hold him,” observed Lynde after a moment’s silence.

Penlow lighted his pipe and rattled his mug on the table.

“No evidence,” | repeated; “do you fellows doubt that Wah-Wo did it?’

“1 suppose he did,” said Penlow, “it was my scoop too.

“We may scoop yet,” said Lynde, “the man’s bound to be caught. What did they do with that
young tough from Hell’ s Kitchen?’

“Sheechan? Oh, hisdibi isgood,” sad Penlow. “Mac, fill her up will you?’

McManus replenished the pewter and stood for a moment beside us as if undecided.

“Gents,” began McManus, “youse is dead off— excuse me” He shifted his toothpick and
rubbed his thumb on the polished bar.

“Wah-Wo an'tinit,” he said contemptuoudy:

“I give him de t'row-down,—fur why?—fur because | don't give de glad hand to no dope
suckin' come-on—an’ he's dopy. But he didn’'t do no dirt to the gd whut youse gents was stuck
on—he an't that kind He give me the laugh an’ | t'rowed him down, see? An’ | won't do a t'ing
but push hisfacein. See?’

“But,” sad Penlow, “her dog flew a him when he went to the house. Kerrigan, you know—
‘Happy Days Mike —said that WahWo tried to cut agirl in Doyers Street.”

“Nit! | don't think,” said McManus scornfully: “Kernigan's a suff—"

“Wedl, Mac,” sad Lynde, “what’s your theory? You know as much about it as anybody. The
girl came in here every night, didn't she? People say that she lived done, but of course she had
company when she wanted it. What's your idea, Mac?’

McManus looked out of the window and drummed on the bar with the blade of his oyster
knife. Chanley, clad in a blue checked jumper, arived with some chops and de. | unfolded my
napkin and began my supper.

For awhile| atein slence, thinking of Wah-Wo and the dead girl.

Cathness of the Consolidated Press came in looking cold and ill, and we hastily made room
for him at our table.

“You'resck,” said Lynde sharply, “you ought to be in bed.”

“I'm dl right,” sad Caithness, glancing a us with his large dark eyes “Mac, get me something
hot.”

| swdlowed my de and turned again to the chops, scarcely lisening to the hum of voices
beside me, for | was thinking again of the dead girl.

| had no doubt that Wah-Wo had killed her. Again and again | had seen his eyes fagtened upon
her as she sat chatting with us, here at this very table. The motive was clear to me. | had spoken
of this to the others but they laughed a me. The Didrict Attorney took no stock in it, either; the
result was the discharge of Wah-Wo.

How could anybody but a Chinaman, crazed with jedlousy and opium, harm the child? For she
was a mere child, this pdlid victim whose soul had mounted to the Judgment seat from the filth
of Chinatown.

Pde, dim, childish, depraved, she had never haunted Chinese resorts nor, to my knowledge,
had she ever touched needle to flame. She had shunned the women of the quarter. | seldom saw
her speak to any man except the reporters and newspaper artists who came to McManus's for a
midnight chop or rarebit.



Her acquaintance with us had been gen and guildess. She chatted with us about our business,
discussed the latest police shake-up or the newest Tammany scandd, gave us her views on
politics and the City Hal, and glided away into the sreet again followed by her dog. Her dog! A
great hulking brute, black as night, with sombre eyes and low hanging jowl,—a creature slent,
unmoved except when she bent her pae face to his er and whispered. Then and then only he
would rise, shuffling from the sawdust floor under the bar, and stalk after her into the night.

He never paid the dightest attention to us. Calls, caresses, threats, left him unmoved.

“What is it you whisper into his ear, Lil?” we often asked, but she would only smile and
answer:

“Hisname.”

And 0, as none of us knew his name, we cdled him smply, “her dog.”

It had been two months now since Lil was found on her bed with a bullet in her heart and the
dog lying solidly across her bare little feet. And after we had clubbed together and buried her,
we were kinder to her dog.

Every night he came gravedly into McManus to lie down under the bar just as he had done
when Lil sat there chatting with us.

At firda McManus was afraid that the dog would “hoodoo the place” but he Ieft the slent brute
undisturbed, and, after awhile, began to grow fond of it.

“That dog ain't no mutt,” McManus would say as he stood behind the bar opening oysters; “no
an’ hean't norube! Say! he'sinit dl the time when Chancy trims the steeks.”

As | sa thinking of dl these things and spping my de meditatively, | heard the iron door cresk
on its hinges and the knocker fdl once. Then something heavy and hairy rubbed its body aganst
the door outside. McManus stood up saying: “Here he comes, gents!”

Her dog entered.

Lynde hdd out his hand as the brute passed, and Penlow flung a bone on the floor. The dog
noticed nether the caress nor the bone, but lay down under the bar and stretched his great limbs
across the floor, sghing heavily.

“There is one thing certain,” sad Lynde, looking a the dog: “the man who killed the girl was
in the habit of visting her,—and that dog knew him.”

“| dso believe the murderer was known to the dog,” said Penlow.

“The murderer,” said Caithness, “was her lover.”

“Itisdrange” sad I, “ that none of us suspects anybody except Wah-Wo.”

“Why srange?’ asked Cathness, then he added impatiently, “yes, it is strange! Do you think
she would have looked at a Chinaman?’

“The Chinaman looked at her; | saw him,” | replied.

“After dl, she was a common girl of the dreet,” sad Penlow unaffectedly, “and | guess pride
cut no figure with her.”

“That iswhereyou lie)” said Cathnessin alow voice.

There was adead silence. Then Penlow said: “Did | understand you, Caithness?’

| rose and laid my hand on Penlow’ s arm, which was twitching though his face was cam.

“Areyou crazy?’ | said to Caithness.

“I think I am,” said Caithnessdowly, “ | beg your pardon, Penlow.”

Lynde turned his puzzled eyes from Penlow to Cathness and lifted his mug mechanicdly.
Penlow draightened in his chair but said nothing, and | leaned back motioning McManus to
remove the covers.



After a few moments the congraint became irksome. “ Red,” the tortoise-shell cat, mascotte of
McManus and exterminator of mice by specid agppointment, had cornered a vicious rat in the
backyard, and now came marching in to display the game for our benefit.

“Git!” said McManus with pardonable pride, “the gents here don’t give a damn fur to seerats.”

Charley hustled the cat out agan and McManus assured us br the hundredth time that “Red”
was the only cross-eyed cat in New Y ork.

None of us had ever before seen a cross-eyed cat, so we did not deny it, athough I
remondrated with McManus concerning his pride in “Red's’ ocular misfortune.

“What'sthat?’ demanded McManus.

“I don't see why,” said |, “a cat should be the more vauable because it happens to be afflicted
with strabismus.”

“Surel” sad McManus doggedly.

“No, | don’t,” | repeated.

“ It' samascot,” said McManus.

“How do you know?’

“Did youse gents ever see another cross-eyed cat?’ demanded McManus hotly.

Weadl sad no.

“Then what t' hell do youse gents know about mascots?” he exclaimed triumphantly.

The condraint gill weighed upon us, however, for Cathness had neither spoken nor smiled,
and Penlow, it was easy to see, had not forgotten.

Lynde picked up a paper and ran it through, unaffectedly searching for his own matter; after a
while Penlow did the same.

| looked a Caithness, and he fet my eyes, for presently he moved a little and passed his hand
over his sunken cheeks.

“What'sup?’ | asked, dropping my voice and bending toward him.

“Nothing—why?"

“You look like the last rose of summer,—you’ ve got a beastly cough.”

He amiled faintly. “It's consumption,” he said, “I found out to-day.”

| gared at him stupidly.

“I don't mind,” he said; “I’'m dead sick of the whole business.”

“How do you know it's consumption?’ | asked &t length.

“1 went to three doctors to make sure; | tell you | don't care.”

Litle Penlow was ligening now; before | could spesk again he leaned over and took
Caithness s hand affectionatdly.

“Brace up, old boy,” he said, “go to Cdiforniaand get well.”

“Of course,” | cried, “you're afool to stay in this cursed climate, Caithness!”

| spoke harshly for | was more affected than | cared to show.

“Chuck up your job! Let the Consolidated Press go to the devil!” urged Lynde.

“I have resgned,” sad Cathness quietly. A fit of coughing shook him, and he raised his
napkin to hislips. He continued, “I thought I'd come around to-night and say good-bye.”

The dog shifted his pogtion under the bar and sighed again. One of the gas jets behind the bar
blazed up suddenly; McManus turned it lower, cursing the gas company.

“Do you fellows know that | have scooped?’ said Caithness aoruptly.

“Not—not the fdlow who shot Lil,” fatered Pentlow, who had thrown his whole soul into

solving the mystery.



“Yes—the murderer of Lily White” sad Cathness. In the dlence | could hear McManus
grinding his toothpick in his yellow teeth.

“I'm out of the Consolidated now,” continued Cathness camly,—"the scoop is yours if you
want it, Penlow.”

“But—Dbut you” —began Penlow.

“1?" sad Caithness fiercely, “what do | care for newspapers? What do | care who knows it
now, what paper prints it fird?’

Lynde leaned over the table, his head in his hand; Penlow’ s pipe went out; he did not relight it.

“Did you never know,” said Caithness with a touch of scorn in his voice, “that | aso loved the
girl? Do you think | am ashamed to confess it? Do you know what | have been through since she
died? Hdl? Oh, yes, that's what they say in books. It doesn't matter,—Penlow, when you are
ready—"

Penlow started, then groped in his pocket for pencil and pad.

“1 am ready, Jack,” he said.

“This is the story,” said Caithness, dmost eagerly. “On the 13th of last November, Lily White,
a girl living next door, was shot through the heart by a man who was jedlous of her. He knew that
she came into McManus's and gossiped with the newspaper men, and he knew that Wah-Wo had
offered her dl his money, which was a great ded. When she was chatting with us here, this man
was not jeal ous—have you got that, Penlow?’

“Yes,” sad Penlow, scratching away on his pad.

“He was not jedlous when Lily chatted with us, but when he saw Wah-Wo taking to her one
night under the dectric light by the Joss-house, he watched the girl night and day. She said that
ghe loved him——she laughed & him when he offered her marriage—so he watched her. Have
you got that, Penlow?’

“Yes”

“Then a day came when Lily was to go to the country to see her Sgter,—that is what she
sad—to see her gger, and this man went with her to the train and saw her off on her journey.
But something told him to watch the next in-coming train, and he did. And Lily wasonit.

“He followed her. She came draight to Doyers Street, heavily veiled, and entered a house that
you dl know,—the house with the paper lanterns and red sgns. WahrWo lives there. A week
later she returned to the man who had followed her. He was waiting for her, —have you written
that?’

“Yes, Jack.”

“He was waiting in her room,—aone with that dog there. He accused her, and she denied it.
She cdled Heaven to witness her innocence. He offered her marriage again; she laughed a him.
Then he shot her through the heart.”

Penlow ceased writing and looked up expectantly.

“The murderer’s name? Have patience” sad Cathness grimly amiling. “The man cdled to the
dog,—her dog there, and, because he was the only living soul who knew the brute's name, the
dog answered and followed him out into the street.

“All day long he wandered about the city, and a night he went back to look upon the dead. He
did not care who saw him,—he courted discovery, but no one paid him any attention, and, as it
now appears, nobody even saw him. About midnight he went away, leaving the dog crouched at
the dead girl’s feet, and since then he has moved like a living death among the people of the city,
unsuspected, unnoticed by any,—except me,” He paused and looked at us. Tears had quenched
the pale flamein his eyes, and the hair clung to his damp forehead.



“That man killed the woman | loved,” he sad, “and now | am going to give him up!” Then he
rose trembling. The degping dog sghed heavily; his hind legs quivered.

Caithness bent and touched the massve head, muttering, “ Come!”

At histouch the dog raised its head and looked at him with grave eyes.

Then, moving toward the door, he whispered again, calling the dog by name; and the great
brute rose iffly, yawned, and dowly followed him out into the night.

The iron door dammed behind them; the damp odour of fog came from the black street. Lynde
buried his head in his hands, McManus leaned heavily on the bar, pde as a corpse. Presently |
heard the sound of rustling paper.

It was Penlow, tearing up his pad.



