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 MET Rufus Sedgwick in the rest-room of 
Swenson’s Turkish Bath, a resort where 
social rank is only skin-deep, and men 

shed their pretensions with their raiment. 
 In this warm, light chamber, with its 
marbles and mosaics, its plashing fountain and 
potted palms about which on wicker couches 
reclined men draped in linen sheets, the 
general effect was that of a decadent Roman 
Senate designed for an inside set of a classic 
photoplay. 
 Sedgwick and I happened to be 
installed by ourselves in what would have 
been a quiet corner but that the room was 
circular, and we dropped into casual chat. He 
was sipping a glass of buttermilk which Olaf 
had just fetched him. I ordered a cigar and 
offered one to him, which he declined. 
 “No bad habits, eh?” I said, uttering 
the customary banality. 
 He smiled lazily and set the empty 
glass on a little tabouret at his side. 
 “I like always to have my nerves tuned 
to concert pitch,” he replied. “No objections 

ethically, you know; but I sha’n’t do anything 
to ball up my co-ordinations until I am old or 
crippled. When I get along in the seventies I 
may take up booze, tobacco, or even drugs; 
can’t tell. At least it would be something to 
play with, which it wouldn’t if I had fooled 
around with stimulants or narcotics until I 
could get no reaction from ’em. At present I 
bar even tea and coffee, and have my doubts 
about cocoa.” 
 I ventured some commonplace about 
his being “all the better for it,” wishing I had 
“never begun” and the like. He seemed not to 
hear me, and gazed dreamily into the dome 
through whose amber glass soaked the 
afternoon sunshine. 
 He was a man of slender but compact 
build, without an ounce of superfluous flesh to 
stir the ambition of Swenson’s muscular 
masseur, and his face was of a mild and 
almost poetic cast, with large, visionary blue 
eyes, a firm chin and mouth, and (incongruous 
member) a cauliflower ear. Suddenly and with 
seeming irrelevance he began to discuss his 
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pedigree. 
 “My paternal grandfather,” said he, 
“was half-Sioux, and in his unregenerate days 
used to lift scalps and also cattle. He died a 
lieutenant of scouts in Crooke’s corps. My 
father was a rancher and a vigilant, three times 
sheriff of Arapahoe County, and died a United 
States deputy marshal, while raiding 
moonshiners in the Great Smoky Hills. My 
mother’s grandfather was, I fear, a 
professional gambler, plying the Mississippi 
boats, and dying with his boots on, according 
to family custom. His son was a frontier sky 
pilot, but ran true to form by earning the title 
of ‘Fighting Parson,’ and always packed a 
forty-five in his breast harness in case of 
trouble from the ungodly in the back pews.” 
 Olaf arrived with my panatela at this 
moment, and Rufus Sedgwick (we had 
exchanged names) duplicated his order for 
buttermilk. 
 “It is my luncheon,” he explained. 
“Don’t think me a dairy tout.” 
 I lighted my cigar, wondering if 
Sedgwick expected a reciprocal confidence in 
regard to my family tree, and a little disturbed 
to think that it bore such insipid fruit; but I 
was spared the necessity. 
 “So you see,” he resumed, “a good 
deal of pretty red blood runs in my arteries, 
and I don’t want ’em to harden. I feel the 
pressure almost unbearably at times; I was 
born fifty years too late. A good income, 
coupled with a distaste for all forms of 
financial enterprise, and a lack of ‘bad habits,’ 
as you call them, leaves me with a good deal 
of time to kill, and my only trouble is to find a 
safety-valve for my superfluous energy. You 
can imagine that with my ancestry I am not 
likely to go in for golf. I hunt and fish, of 
course. But that isn’t enough.” 
 “What’s the answer?” I asked. 
 Sedgwick laughed shamefacedly. “It 
will be hard to make you understand,” he 
sighed. “Tersely. I make a fad of reducing the 

list of impossible feats.” 
 “For example?” 
 “Well—once in Port Said I entered a 
Parsee temple during service and blew out 
their sacred fire. And again I won a bet by 
marching in a St. Patrick’s Day parade in a 
costume of orange, with false whiskers of 
bright green.” 
 “And got away with it?” 
 “I was all right in a couple of days,” 
declared Sedgwick. “Perhaps you read of the 
fool who climbed up the outside of the 
Flatiron Building by means of the joints in the 
masonry courses? Well—that was one of my 
stunts. And I jumped from the Williamsburg 
Bridge a few weeks later.” 
 “What happened to you?” I asked, 
trying to recall the press accounts I had seen. 
 “Nothing much; a policeman was 
waiting for me at the top story of the Flatiron, 
and I had to pay a fine. The charge was 
‘obstructing traffic.’ I gave an assumed name, 
of course (I hate notoriety): and I always carry 
an emergency fund for paying fines—except 
in Turkish baths!” He laughed. “When I 
jumped from the bridge a police boat chased 
me, but I got away.” 
 “I understand!” I nodded. “You like to 
pull dare-devil stunts.” 
 A look of great annoyance crossed 
Sedgwick’s face. 
 “There you go!” he sighed. “It’s the 
idea every one gets, and it is dead wrong. If I 
have one outstanding trait, it is caution. Life is 
very sweet to me, and I do not propose to risk 
it. Of course, in a sense, we take risks all the 
time: crossing the street, riding out, eating 
food we haven’t seen prepared, and so forth. 
What I mean is that in the things attempted, I 
take no risks beyond the hazards of everyday 
life.” 
 “A life-insurance company would 
hardly look on it that way,” I ventured. 
 “Possibly not; but actuaries are notably 
unscientific. It is part of the game with me to 
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play safe. I should consider the trick lost 
unless in a couple of days or so I was not in 
every respect as good a man as before.” 
 His linen sheet slipped from his 
shoulders as he raised his glass of buttermilk, 
and before he gathered it up again I had a 
glimpse of chest and arms curiously scarred 
and nicked. He caught my appraising eye. 
 “These—and my ear—are nothing,” he 
said. “Mere scratches. I haven’t even incurred 
a sprained ankle or a broken collar-bone; 
every-day incidents of the football field or the 
diamond. Oh, I’ve kept out of danger, I assure 
you!” 
 He fell silent for a bit, probably 
ruminating upon past adventures. 
 “I love New York,” he began again, 
“better than any city I know except Budapest. 
The trouble is when one of my uneasy spells 
comes on I don’t know how to work it off 
here. There are so few opportunities to test my 
theories and at the same time satisfy my 
ancestral cravings. Everything is so orderly—
so stereotyped.” 
 “You might lick a policeman.” I 
suggested facetiously. 
 “There you go again!” Sedgwick 
complained. “Just the sort of sophomoric stunt 
I wouldn’t attempt. Can’t you see that it would 
prove nothing? Settle no abstract question? As 
a matter of fact, the New York police force 
contains a body of men some of whom I could 
lick and more of whom could lick me. To 
select any individual for a demonstration 
would be to assault a man in the discharge of 
his duty, to wrong the public whose servant he 
is (even if he doesn’t always act as if he knew 
it), and to put myself absolutely in the wrong. 
I make it a rule never to harm honest people 
who are attending to their own business. This 
narrows my field of operations, of course.” 
 “You spoke of ‘impossible feats,’” I 
said. “Just what do you mean?” 
 “I don’t mean those which are 
scientifically impossible; I waste no time 

trying to lift myself by my own bootstraps. I 
refer to things which have come to be looked 
upon as impossible, but which are not 
necessarily so. There is a mighty big catalogue 
of them, accepted without question. We have 
always heard that they could not be done, and 
have come to believe it. 
 “It is my hobby to cut down this list 
item by item, proving that a host of 
‘impossibles’ are not only perfectly possible, 
but quite safe. I have discredited some score 
already. For instance; you recall in the steam-
room that there were wooden planks about six 
inches wide, laid on the concrete floor to 
protect your tender feet?” 
 “Certainly.” 
 “And you had no difficulty in walking 
your plank? Could have done so blindfolded, 
by going slow?” 
 “Naturally.” 
 “Well, I could walk that same plank 
over a five-hundred-foot mountain gorge. 
Why not? The plank would be just as wide 
and strong as it is on the floor. It might teeter 
a little, but what of it? But in order to do so 
(and I’ve done more than that), I must have 
nerves and muscles under absolute control of 
brain. That’s why I don’t dally with wine and 
song—and some other agreeable distractions. 
I am as near one hundred per cent efficient as 
I can make myself. 
 “Most men are like an open grate; 
something like seventy per cent of their force 
goes up the chimney. You often read of 
astounding feats which men and women of 
frail physique perform under the stimulus of 
sudden terror, or in the throes of insanity or 
delirium. I can do all, and more, in cool blood. 
I can call upon every last spoonful of my 
strength and nervous energy at any time. 
Hence I can surpass more powerful men with 
only thirty per cent available.” 
 “You must be absolutely without fear 
as well,” I commented. 
 “Fear? What is it? To my way of 
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thinking it is mostly lack of confidence in 
oneself. Socrates in one of his dialogues 
(Laches, I believe it was), discussed fortitude 
and courage at great length, but came to no 
clear-cut conclusion. We are the inheritors of 
a mass of phobias; all sorts of racial and tribal 
fears. Fear of the dark; of high places; of 
solitude; of death; even of cats and mice. 
These fears are responsible for two-thirds of 
the impossible deeds which I amuse myself by 
performing. 
 “Once having exploded a myth of this 
sort. I cease to take any further interest in it. 
Like the great English playwright. I never 
repeat. Here in New York, as I have said, it is 
difficult to find opportunities to increase my 
list. I am devilish comfortable, but if 
something does not break pretty soon, I shall 
leave for a tour of the Gulf States with an 
‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin’ troupe.” 
 I rose, smiling indulgently, and 
departed for the dressing-rooms, and Rufus 
Sedgwick accompanied me. We parted there, 
and he drifted out of my life. I presumed him 
to be a cheerful liar, and yet from time to time 
I caught myself speculating upon some feat 
which I might suggest to him; for it seemed to 
me that here in New York, supercivilized as 
we are, there must be in some corner of our 
polyglot metropolis a quest worthy of his 
mettle. 
 I even made it a point of pride to 
conjure up something which, while not 
“scientifically impossible,” would yet stump 
him. Then, in the pressure of work. I forgot all 
about him. 
 

II. 
 
BY unofficial appointment I was working 
hard at this time for District Attorney Jermyn, 
a friend of mine since law-school days. He 
frequently called upon me to help his 
assistants in the preparation of the cases which 
kept his docket full to overflowing. In this 

way I came to have some familiarity with the 
big criminal centers of the city, and with the 
police department, although I never appeared 
in court save in my own practice. 
 Long hours of digging into reams of 
grand-jury evidence had given me a touch of 
insomnia, and I got into the habit of taking 
protracted walks through the city streets. 
 One evening in a Broadway cafe I 
came across Rufus Sedgwick languidly 
sipping a glass of buttermilk, and looking very 
bored and a trifle slack. I recognized him at 
once, though not for the moment recalling the 
subject of our conversation at Swenson’s 
Bath. 
 Glad to meet any one not of my 
profession. I suggested that we adjourn to one 
of my clubs near by, and we were soon seated 
in the smoking-room, where Sedgwick was 
provided with a nutritious seltzer with a nice 
squirt of lemon juice in it, while I lighted the 
biggest and blackest cigar I could find in the 
tray. 
 Then, settled comfortably on a great 
leather divan, the subject of Sedgwick’s 
curious hobby flashed into my mind. 
 “By the way,” said I, gazing pityingly 
at his seltzer and lemon through the thick, oily 
smoke of my regalia, “tried any new stunt 
lately?” 
 Sedgwick’s luminous blue eyes 
regarded me wistfully, and he shook his head 
without speaking. 
 “Why don’t you have a go at the local 
gunmen?” I asked. “You would not be 
violating any of your principles in stirring up 
that hornet’s nest. They have ho respectable 
friends.” 
 “Gunmen are characters in fiction,” 
objected Sedgwick. 
 “I happen to know they are very real, 
and as careless of human life as a Mexican 
bandit. I am more or less familiar with them 
through my connection with the district 
attorney. I know a gang right now that would 
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make a pirate crew look like Billy Sunday’s 
evangelical troupe. Jermyn has been trying to 
break it up for six months.” 
 “Why can’t he?” asked Sedgwick. 
 “Oh, he could send most of them up 
the river for short terms, but he wants to get 
them right, and smash the outfit for good and 
all. Of course the police could frame them, but 
Jermyn won’t stand for that, and the judges 
are getting leery of imposing the limit under 
the Sullivan law. Besides, there’s no love lost 
between headquarters and the district 
attorney’s office.” 
 “Who are these gunmen, and where do 
they hang out?” 
 “Well, there are a lot of small fry, but 
the inner ring consists of seven men who meet 
usually in the back room of Red Kelly’s 
saloon near the East River waterfront. A big 
man with one eye is the leader; his monniker 
is ‘the Wop.’ He is known to have two 
murders to his record, and probably more; has 
been a yegg and a water-front crimp, and his 
gentle followers are white-slavers, second-
story men, black-handers, ex-pugilists, a 
gambler and counterfeiter, and one is strongly 
suspected of having emulated Jack the Ripper 
at various times. They are all mugged and 
have done small time, and they pay tribute to a 
well-known political boss. We haven’t been 
able to get them in anything big.” 
 “I might look in on them some 
evening,” agreed Sedgwick meditatively, “if 
you think they are really game?” 
 “Game?” I jeered. “They would rather 
cripple somebody for life than hold four aces 
against an inebriated millionaire. With half a 
chance for a getaway they’d croak their own 
mothers if there was anything in it for them.” 
 “How would you figure my chances if 
I were to walk in on them and bawl them out? 
Merely as a sporting proposition?” 
 “Your chances would be exactly the 
same as those Daniel took in the lion’s den, or 
the three unpronounceable gentlemen in the 

fiery furnace. A miracle might save you—
nothing else could!” 
 “All right,” chuckled Sedgwick. “I’ll 
do it. I’m more than grateful to you.” 
 Conscious-stricken at the serious way 
he had taken my half-jocular suggestion, I 
endeavored to dissuade Rufus Sedgwick. 
 “These men are like Dyak head-
hunters.” I urged. “What would they care for 
your fine theories? They have plenty of 
courage of an animal sort, and they shoot first 
and theorize afterward. Suppose you are a 
crack shot, and utterly without fear. With 
extraordinary luck you might get three or four 
of them first, but the fifth or sixth would get 
you. And by attacking them, you would give 
them an excuse to go the limit, and then set up 
self-defense.” 
 “Oh, I shouldn’t go armed!” protested 
Sedgwick in a shocked voice. “It wouldn’t be 
playing the game. Any one could break up 
their little party by getting the drop on them 
with a gun. I shouldn’t even tote a knife, nor a 
walking-stick. Just stroll in casually, as I am, 
and get their goat, then stroll out. It might 
almost be listed among the ‘impossibles,’ 
mightn’t it?” He beamed hopefully at me. 
 “The strolling out part might,” I 
grunted. “Any lunatic could stroll in. I tell 
you, I know gunmen and their ways a little; 
know what they have done and risked for 
mere trifles. There isn’t one in the Wop’s 
outfit but would rip you up for stepping on his 
corn in a public bar. Figure what your chances 
would be butting in on a room full of them in 
a district where the very hangers-on would 
side with them!” 
 “It might be done,” murmured 
Sedgwick. “I think I’d come out all right.” 
 “You’d come out, feet foremost,” I 
insisted. “And you wouldn’t know it.”  
 We talked about it for some time 
longer, but all I could get Sedgwick to 
promise was that he would do nothing without 
notifying me in advance. Then, as it was 
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getting late and he didn’t feel like another 
seltzer and lemon, he took my telephone 
number and we separated at the club door. 
 It might have been ten days later that a 
messenger-boy brought me a brief letter from 
Sedgwick just as 1 was going out to lunch. It 
read: 
 
 If interested, be at Kelly’s place, at 
nine to-night. Sit tight and see what breaks. 
Am going to start something. 
 

III. 
 
MY first impulse was to forestall my friend’s 
crazy scheme; but when I began to figure 
ways and means, I was in doubt as to how to 
go about it. I could hardly go to Jermyn with a 
cock-and-bull story like this; still less could I 
demand police protection to save a perfectly 
responsible stranger from himself. 
Furthermore, I well knew I should receive no 
thanks from Sedgwick, nor swerve him from 
his design. He would merely postpone it, and 
go through without letting me in on it. 
 Ultimately curiosity won the day: the 
same motive that draws a crowd to gape at a 
parachute descent, a motor race, or a tight-
rope performer capering above Niagara Falls. 
No one really desires to have a body 
telescoped, but the possibility keeps the 
bleachers full. I didn’t wish to see Rufus 
Sedgwick done up, but I wandered into Red 
Kelly’s bar at a little before nine that evening, 
breaking a professional engagement to be 
there. 
 There was nothing about the place to 
attract attention. Only one man was on duty, a 
pasty-faced chap, and he was not busy. At this 
hour there were few patrons, and they were of 
a seedy and down-and-out class, pawing over 
the unsanitary free lunch and drinking 
astonishingly big schooners with small cheer. 
 I wore an old sack suit I used to go 
fishing in, and seated myself quietly at a small 

table in the back of the room, pretending to 
read an evening paper. Nobody paid any 
attention to me. 
 From where I sat I commanded a view 
of the narrow hall at the rear, from which a 
door let into the saloon. Behind a closed door 
opposite was the room where the Wop’s 
genial gang met for consultation. A few 
moments after I arrived an undersized, 
degenerate-looking specimen whose face I 
recalled having seen in the Rogue’s Gallery, 
slipped past me and crossed the hall into the 
room. 
 The council had assembled, I judged 
by the noise as he opened the door. 
 Once or twice a casual customer 
seeking solitude steered his schooner that way, 
but was halted by a curt word from the 
watchful bartender, and subsided without 
protest. It was evident that the Wop held the 
premises in fee simple for the evening. 
 Several times a buzzer sounded in 
front. and the bartender shuffled into the back 
room, returning with a tray of empties and 
presently bearing a fresh assortment of drinks 
to the thirsty gang. 
 I glanced at my watch. It was on the 
stroke of nine, and Rufus Sedgwick had not 
put in an appearance. I turned over my paper 
and gazed solemnly at the columns of 
classified ads. 
 A moment later a light step sounded 
from the hall a few feet from my table. The 
bartender was drawing ale for a couple of 
chauffeurs. 
 From the tail of my eye I saw 
Sedgwick pause before the door of the back 
room. His blue serge coat was close-buttoned, 
and he wore tan gloves, heavy, rubber-soled 
oxfords, and an English cap with wide visor. 
In an instant he had turned the knob and was 
inside, closing the door softly behind him. 
 Nobody but myself had seen him.  
 My pulse went into high, and I filled 
my lungs with what passed for air at Red 
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Kelly’s. Eagerly I strained my ears, but could 
make out nothing except that the murmur of 
conversation had ceased, and that Sedgwick 
was speaking in a low voice words I could not 
catch. 
 Presently an angry growl broke in, 
followed by his voice again, after which 
fragments of picturesque blasphemy Rabelais 
would have envied came to me. 
 For possibly three or four minutes I 
was tantalized by this near-by but incomplete 
dialogue, and then a squall of rage punctuated 
the argument, and seemed to be the signal for 
things to occur. 
 It has never been my fortune to be the 
auditor of a fight like the one that now began. 
I say auditor advisedly, for I saw nothing of it: 
could have seen nothing, as it proved later. I 
do not even know how long it lasted—whether 
five minutes or fifteen—for in my excitement 
I forgot to clock it. 
 A heavy body hit the floor, chairs and 
tables were overturned and splintered, glasses 
broken, and somebody crashed against the 
closed door. Over all rose a shrill obligate of 
profanity in four languages, with fervent 
exhortations to do nameless things to friend 
Sedgwick. 
 The two chauffeurs stood open-
mouthed: three or four passers-by, attracted by 
the muffled din, sifted in through the front, 
and the bartender, whiter than ever, stood in 
frozen horror, mechanically mopping with his 
soiled rag the profuse perspiration which 
poured from his face upon the mahogany bar. 
 One thing was clearly evident to me. 
Sedgwick had lost out. He had certainly 
“started something”—and had the entire gang 
fighting him like wild men. He was alone in a 
room with seven thugs, each longing to shed 
his gore. He might get away with this sort of 
thing in Port Said and some other places, but 
he had guessed wrong this time. 
 I am no hero. Not for one instant did I 
consider dashing to his rescue. But, with the 

instinct of the law-loving citizen, I found 
myself in the telephone-booth almost before 
realizing I had left my table, and somewhat 
hysterically calling on headquarters to send a 
patrol-wagon of strong-arm men to round up a 
bunch of gangsters who were murdering 
somebody at Red Kelly’s place. 
 I doubt if the bartender knew what I 
had done. He was no more tempted to enter 
the back room than I was, and was pouring for 
himself a stiff drink, half of which he spilled. 
 The fracas rose on a crescendo, and 
three shots rang out. The automatics were at 
work—Sedgwick’s among them, I hoped, 
although he had said he should go unarmed. 
At any rate, I could not understand how he 
was still alive, or why knives, blackjacks, or 
even bare hands should not have done for him 
ere this, with the odds seven to one! 
 I groaned with relief when the patrol-
gong clanged and Lieutenant Zimmer, whom I 
knew slightly, swept in with four patrolmen 
and took capable charge of everything. In an 
instant the room had been cleared of loungers, 
and the door locked. Zimmer glanced once at 
the cowering bartender, nodded to me, and 
leaped for the back room, where comparative-
peace had descended. I fell in at the rear just 
as two of the officers burst in the door with 
their broad shoulders. 
 It was pitch dark within, but the gleam 
from a hall lamp shone through the doorway, 
and the lieutenant swept the place with his 
electric torch. I closed my eyes involuntarily, 
dreading to see Rufus Sedgwick mutilated 
beyond repair. But he was nowhere visible. 
 On the floor before the entrance the 
Wop was stretched. He lifted himself painfully 
on one elbow as we entered, and where his 
cruel mouth had been was now a puffed and 
bloody smear. Scattered about him were a 
half-dozen large teeth. He stared stupidly into 
the glare of Zimmer’s flashlight. 
 The big table about which the gang 
had evidently been sitting was overturned, 
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three legs sticking up in the air, one broken 
short off. Shattered chairs, fragments of glass, 
weapons, battered hats and caps littered the 
floor. In one corner lay “Baldy Chi,” shot 
dead through the heart—as examination 
showed later. He still clutched an automatic in 
one hand. Beside him, groaning dismally, sat 
another, with two .45 bullets through his left 
shoulder, the arm hanging helpless and 
bleeding copiously. 
 The rest of the gang displayed minor 
injuries such as black eyes, a broken nose, and 
the like. One alone, who emerged from the 
barricade of a corner table where he had 
secreted himself, presented a whole skin, and 
to him Lieutenant Zimmer turned after a 
comprehensive survey of the battlefield. 
 “What’s the little game, Ikey?” he 
demanded. “Family row, hey?” 
 “Family row nothin’!” protested Ikey. 
“A stranger guy butted in here an’ trimmed 
us!” 
 “One guy alone?” scoffed Zimmer 
with lifted brows. 
 “Sure! I don’t know how he done it, 
but ye can see for yerself. I s’pose he made his 
getaway through the window. He’s some 
hellbender, all right! I never set eyes on him 
before.” 
 Over the officer’s shoulder I looked 
out of the window, the only one the room had. 
The pocket-light revealed only a narrow alley 
with a blank wall opposite. 
 “Opens at both ends into McPherson 
street,” said Zimmer. “I suppose you didn’t 
see any of this racket?” 
 “Not a thing,” I assured him. 
“Business took me down this way, and I 
dropped in for a beer. I phoned up when I 
heard the awful row.” 
 “Well, if Ikey’s telling-the truth, the 
stranger done a workmanlike job, and I hope 
we don’t pick him up. This sure puts one gang 
out of business, anyhow!” 
 I lingered until the Wop’s crew had 

been sorted over and trundled away, one to the 
morgue, two to the hospital, and five to cells, 
and then hurried up to the club to seek Rufus 
Sedgwick. 
 I found him in the visitor’s room 
glancing over the pages of a magazine, spick 
and span, the very parting in his hair 
unruffled. 
 “Ah!” he murmured as I spoke his 
name. “Did you have a look at the naughty 
men?” 
 I explained the situation as I had found 
it, while leading the way to the smoking-room. 
 “And now,” said I when we were 
settled down, “tell me how you managed it!” 
 Sedgwick shrugged deprecatingly. 
 “It will seem trivial to you; it was 
really very simple.” 
 Between sips of buttermilk he related 
the details that my view of Red Kelly’s back 
room had left far from clear. 
 “I looked the situation over from every 
angle,” he began, “as I always do. I make it a 
rule not to attempt anything in which the odds 
against me are heavier than in the ordinary 
pursuit of happiness. Very soon it became 
obvious that the only real disadvantage I had 
to overcome was that of numbers. This 
simplified things wonderfully. 
 “You see, when a feat contains four or 
five adverse elements, any one, or any 
combination of which may turn up, the 
possibilities are almost unlimited, and the pure 
mathematics of the problem become 
perplexing. When I have but one feature to 
overcome, there is the acme of simplicity. 
 “I will admit that I figured quite a 
while before solving the proposition, which 
was to turn the gang’s numerical advantage 
into a positive disadvantage to them. When I 
had done this, the act itself was child’s play. 
You could have brought it off as well as I did. 
Any one could. It was one of those questions 
which can be worked out on paper, and I 
should hardly have bothered to go through but 
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for the fear that you might have attributed it to 
lack of confidence on my part.” 
 “Do you mean to tell me,” I 
interrupted, “that you actually felt no trace of 
nervousness when you entered that room?” 
 Sedgwick’s prominent blue eyes 
expressed mild surprise. 
 “Nervousness? There was no cause for 
any. Everything came off exactly as I 
expected. But understand me—if the 
unexpected had cropped up, it would have 
made no difference. 
 “I had, of course, looked over the 
premises thoroughly. I had seen the gunmen 
who make the place their hangout. I learned 
that they were to meet at nine o’clock on the 
day I wrote to you, but my own plans had 
already been perfected. 
 “When I walked in on them they 
stopped talking and glared at me. Naturally 
they supposed that I had slipped past the 
bartender, and wandered inadvertently into 
their sanctum. So I looked them over, standing 
before the door I had closed behind me, and 
remarked that I had just strolled in to kill a 
little time. 
 “The big one you call the Wop 
remarked that I better stroll right out again 
while the strolling was good, to which I 
replied that I chose to stick along, and if they 
had any cheap talk to finish they could go 
some other place to do it in. 
 “This got a rise from two of them who 
started talking at once, so that I didn’t get 
what they said distinctly, but it was pretty 
lurid. 
 “When I got a chance to be heard 
again I opened up on a rather detailed 
commentary on their ancestry, their personal 
appearance and courage. I do not remember 
all I said, but I was letting myself go with the 
throttle wide open, and enjoying myself 
immensely. Wound up by telling them that not 
one of ’em had ever dared attack a man or 
even a half-grown boy from in front, or alone, 

and that for the price of a drink I’d clean up 
the roomful, just to show ’em how I used to do 
it in good old Montana (where, by the way. 
I’ve never been). 
 “I had a feeling that something was 
about due to break. I felt positive no one 
would pull a gun—because it was utterly 
unnecessary, might get them into trouble, and 
they would feel that I could be handled just as 
effectively without raising a row. 
 “The big fellow spoke out of the 
corner of his mouth to a couple of capable-
looking lads who sat at the end of the table. 
‘Since this guy will have it, go to him!’ he 
said—and they jumped. I suppose the idea 
was to manhandle me, get me down, and put 
the boots to my head, jump on my short ribs, 
and quietly ump me out into the alley. 
 “The instant the boys moved I turned 
off the lights. The switch, as I had learned, 
was close to the door at the left. To make 
certain no one would light up again, I twisted 
the button clean off.” 
 Sedgwick fished in his waistcoat-
pocket and handed me a black rubber button 
with a broken connection. 
 “You get the idea? If those seven bad 
men had been born blind, I wouldn’t have 
been able to adopt this plan. As it was, nothing 
could so have disconcerted them as to be 
plunged into utter darkness. 
 “As I twisted off the switch. I dropped 
to the floor and with the other hand jammed a 
thin wooden wedge between the door and 
threshold. This made an almost perfect lock. 
The door couldn’t be pulled open from the 
inside (as it swung) since the knob would give 
way first, and it couldn’t be pushed open from 
the outside without force enough to wreck it. 
You see,” said Sedgwick with a faint smile, “I 
wanted to make sure that we would be safe 
from interruption. I even had the fear that 
excess of chivalry on your part might lead you 
to rush in to my assistance, were the door not 
secured.” 
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 I wriggled in my seat without replying. 
 “In fact. I figured that the door would 
hold till the police smashed it, by which time I 
should have left. 
 “The first move, after a sudden pause 
in the dark, was a perfectly natural one I had 
foreseen. The Wop made a dive in the 
direction of the door. It had taken me not over 
five seconds to turn out the lights and plug the 
door, and I now stood on the other side of it. 
The one window showed as a very faint 
oblong, sufficient to reveal a figure passing 
between it and me. 
 “As the Wop came on I leaned in and 
stuck my left on a line for his head. I met him 
flush on the nose and mouth; felt his teeth 
crumble. I wore heavy walking gloves to 
protect my knuckles. As he dropped, the man 
behind him stumbled over him and banged 
head-on into the door. I took my time, 
measured the blow, and gave him all I had 
with a half pivot to the jaw, as nearly as I 
could gauge it. Then I moved softly out into 
the room on my rubber-soled shoes, and began 
thoroughly to enjoy myself. 
 It was like “blind-man’s-buff,” only 
instead of there being one blind man 
tormented by a crowd, there were seven at my 
mercy. Think of it! I had turned their numbers 
to my own advantage. They were all fighting 
like tom-cats, but dared not use weapons, for 
the chances were just seven to one that they 
would put some of their own gang out of 
commission; while I could wallop freely 
wherever I heard or felt any one, and be 
certain of scoring. Why, with a knife I could 
have killed ’em all like rats, one by one, there 
in the dark! Battle Royal—that’s the idea. Free 
for all, survivor wins. It was too easy! 
 “Now and then one would strike a 

match, but it merely showed me where he was 
without revealing me before it flickered out. If 
I ran into somebody and he clinched, I just 
stood still and whispered ‘That you, Ikey?’ or 
something like that, and he thought I was one 
of the gang. 
 “Finally two of them lost their heads, 
each thinking he had got me, and commenced 
shooting. This changed the odds. Even so, the 
chance that a wild bullet would plug me was 
not great, but faithful to my principle to avoid 
any danger greater than every-day life offers, 
and having done all that I set out to do, I felt 
that it was time to depart. 
 “Nunc Dimittis; that was the 
watchword. Leaving them to fight it out 
among themselves, I worked cautiously round 
the walls till I came to the open window, 
which I had discovered let onto a narrow alley 
with a safe drop. It was about ten feet from the 
ledge to the ground, so by letting myself down 
till I hung by my fingers, I only had about two 
feet to go. 
 “I chucked away my gloves (they were 
badly cut up), and here I am, with nothing 
worse than a set of tender knuckles for a 
souvenir.” 
 Rufus Sedgwick finished his 
buttermilk and beamed upon me. 
 “This particular band of gunmen now 
stands adjourned sine die. Isn’t that the 
phrase?” he asked. “And now I can get some 
sleep. This has done me worlds of good, old 
man, and I owe it all to you. I’m not sure but I 
may be able to live in New York after all, and 
pursue my hobby of ‘eliminating the 
impossible.’ Guess I’ll drop over to 
Swenson’s Bath for to-night, and get big Axel 
to work the stiffness out of my arms.” 

 


