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AY down in the wholesale 
feather district I maintain a little 
den containing a couch bed, 

Morris chain, big flattop desk with reading 
lamp, a coffee percolator and plenty of 
tobacco. 
 There are days at a time when I do 
not go near it; but if I have one of those 
inspirations which keep a man going at top 
speed for twenty-four hours on end, I come 
here. The wholesale feather industry is a 
singularly noiseless one; nobody bothers 
me, and only the night watchman knows 
me by sight. When I have written myself 
out I kick off my shoes, discard my collar, 
and flop over onto the leather couch to 
sleep till I am good and ready to get up—
which may be at noon or midnight. I learn 
which day of the week it is by picking up a 
newspaper in the nearest lunchroom. 
 Hither, at his sweet will and 
pleasure, repairs one Louie the Lunger—so 
known from his skill in playing the role of 
a poor creature in the last stages of 
consumption—to lie low from the police or 
an avenger from his own dim underworld. 
 I cannot state that he has ever taken 
human life, but he has confessed to taking 
most everything else he happened to fancy. 
I met him when I was a reporter, under 

circumstances which won his confidence 
and gratitude, which he repays by using my 
snug retreat. 
 Within his limitations, he is strictly 
honest. There are, the watchman once told 
me, as good as a hundred thousand in 
genuine African ostrich plumes alone 
stored in my warehouse, not to mention 
even more expensive bird finery; but Louie 
the Lunger would not dream of disturbing 
them. He might do a loft job in the 
adjoining warehouse, but not in mine. 
 He appears with a paper parcel of 
food, and if possible a quart bottle, has 
learned to manipulate my coffee percolator, 
smokes an incredible number of my 
cigarettes, and sleeps. He reads all the 
newspapers he can get, and nothing else. 
Sometimes I do not see him at all, and 
know of his intervening visit only by the 
depletion in my stock of coffee and 
tobacco; for he is very neat, and never 
leaves so much as a burned match behind 
him. I suspect that he polishes out his 
fingerprints on my brass percolator. 
 At other times, I find him hunched 
up in my Morris chair, nothing alive about 
him save his beady eyes, a cigarette 
drooping from his thin lips, which he does 
not take the trouble to remove when 
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speaking. He always wears a visored cap 
pulled well over his low forehead. 
 If I am in the mood for writing, he 
sits there for hours, effacing himself 
utterly. If I feel sociable, he tells me with 
the utmost frankness of his exploits in that 
strange social stratum where every moral 
and economic law is reversed, and 
“squealing” is the only sin. 
 In this sphere the Lunger is not a 
dead, anemic husk of a man, but a 
curiously alert, resourceful and vigorous 
personality. I represent his only social 
contact with the bourgeoisie. He knows 
that I write fiction, but he lives it. I am a 
shirker, in his estimation; but I am “right,” 
and convenient. 
 So it happened that he told me of 
the adventure of the Russian aristocrat, the 
last time I found him in my little refuge, 
where I had gone not to work but to get a 
manuscript I had left upon my desk. 
 “Believe me, he’s some guy!” he 
said. “His moniker don’t matter. Not that 
I’d mind putting you wise—you know 
enough to send me up the river for a 
ten_stretch; but I done a turn for him, so 
I’ll call him Feodor, which is right as far as 
it goes, 
 “Seems this Feodor was a big gun 
in Russia; had one of them million acre 
farms with a castle on it, down in a place 
they call the Crimea. Well, about the time 
the Bolsheviks put the crime into Crimea, 
they cleaned out his castle and took his 
farm off him. His wife was dead, and he 
was in London on business, so he gets by. 
And he’s a lucky stiff at that, for he’s 
planted a lot of gold and jewels and stocks 
in a London bank, which the Reds can’t get 
to. But his only kid—a young lad ten years 
old or so—was left behind at the castle 
with a coupla dozen nurses and vallays and 
cooks and chauffeurs; and the gang kidnaps 
him after cleaning out the joint. 

 “I get it straight that they had 
nothing special on old man Feodor, except 
that he’s rich and a swell, which puts the 
Indian sign on him. And of course they’re 
sore because of his getaway with a few 
million of rubles and most of the family 
ice; so they takes it out on the poor kid. 
Feodor has no comeback. He tries to buy 
them off, and get Boris—that’s the kid—
out of hock; but nothing doing. They’re 
leery he will double-cross them some way, 
and they figure anyhow they can hurt him 
most of all by holding onto the kid. Seems 
a lot of grand dukes and swells and 
generals made their getaway, and they 
planned to make the most of Boris, who 
was a nice boy, brought up with a gold 
spoon in his face and having a perfumed 
bath every day and never knowing the taste 
of dark meat when he orders chicken for 
dinner. 
 “I get this earful from a Russian I 
lamp one night at a hop joint. My mother 
was a Pole, ya know, and I can understand 
Russian easy, and spiel a little in it. This 
Russian was just over—wore their 
clothes—and as he was spending money 
easy, it looked like there might be 
something in it for me; so I chased away 
One-Eyed Slinsky, who seen him first, and 
brought him a drink and got him to talking. 
 “I don’t get it all that first night, nor 
the next; but he strung me along by hinting 
there was a big piece of change in it for the 
right man, and bimeby he spills his story. 
He is one of old Feodor’s servants, him 
having come on to New York and hired a 
fancy Riverside joint. He gets wise, 
through the Russian consulate, that Michel 
Andreyef, the leader of the gang that 
kidnaped—and croaked—young Boris, was 
in the city, working among the Reds here 
and raising money for the cause. Feodor 
wants to get him in his power, but don’t 
know how. He can’t go to the bulls, for he 
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had no witnesses; and anyhow there’d be 
no satisfaction sending him to stir, or even 
to the chair. A man likes to settle these 
things with his own hands. 
 “Ivan—that’s the old servant—is so 
anxious to show me he’s on the dead, that 
he takes me up to this Feodor’s place one 
day. I don’t have to give him but the once-
over to see that he’s the goods. There’s 
gents that are afraid you’ll forget it, and 
there’s others that are wiling to forget it to 
make you feel easy, and will slap you on 
the back and buy you, maybe, a round or 
two. And there’s the kind that don’t even 
know they’re any better ’n what you are, 
but just meet you as man to man. That’s the 
sort this Feodor is. 
 “His place was fixed up like a 
museum, and he wore clothes I never saw 
only in the big movies, and spoke better 
English than what you do, besides half a 
dozen other langwitches. But in three 
minutes we was just the same as if we had 
went to school together. I told him if this 
Michel was in the old burg I’d get him sure 
and right, and deliver him without no fuss 
at all; and that he could go as far as he 
pleased with him, because whatever he did 
to him would be too little to suit me. 
 “What’d you do if you got your 
hooks on the big stiff that done to your 
boy, or girl maybe, what this Andreyef 
had?” asked the Lunger of me. 
 “I’d cut his heart out!” I answered 
promptly. 
 “Uh-uh! That’s me, bo! And before 
I done that I’d put the old hobnails to his 
mug. But that’s because we’re ordinary 
guys. They’s no class to us. Well, this 
Feodor thanked me like it was a little favor 
one gent was offering another; and we 
smoked a few cigarettes worth the price of 
most cigars, and I left without a word said 
as to my pay. That was the sort of a guy I 

sized him up to be. 
 “It wasn’t hard to meet up with this 
Andreyef; but it was kinda hard to get next 
to him. He wasn’t wise exactly; but just 
leery. The government flatties was tailing 
him, and maybe he knowed this Feodor 
was in town; all the wops keep tabs on each 
other. One night when I rolled a lush, I 
took a I. W. W. card offen him; so it was 
easy for me to pass myself off for a 
wobbly. This, and my speaking Russian, 
squared me with Michel after I’d met him 
two or three times at radical joints; and the 
rest was a cinch. 
 “I slipped the k. o. in his booze, at a 
respectable hangout where they knowed me 
and wouldn’t talk; and after dark I taxis up 
to the Riverside, place, and lugs him in on 
my shoulder. Ivan is waiting at the door, 
and nobody sees us. The chauffeur and me 
had done time together. 
 “There was a big wop waiting in the 
hall. Andreyef was a husky guy, but this 
wop picks him up like he was a kid, and 
carries him up to a room they got all fixed 
ready for him. He’s dead to the world, but 
beginning to mutter and shake his mussy 
head; and the wop slams him into a chair in 
the middle of the room. Old man Feodor is 
sitting there beside a desk, and he gives 
him the look, and nods his head: ‘It is he,’ 
he says. Andreyef had been a sort of cutup 
in the village on Feodor’s ranch; a gang 
leader. He hadn’t set eyes on him for a 
coupla years, but knows him right off. 
 “Ivan closes the door, which is 
heavy and solid, and draws a thick velvet 
curtain over it. The window is double, and 
the shade down. A thick, soft rug is on the 
floor. Anything can be pulled off here and 
no outsider get wise. Ivan posts himself 
front of the door, and I sit down in a 
corner. 
 “The big one—him that looked like 
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he worked in a Russian bath—kept opening 
and shutting his great hairy hands like he 
was praying Andreyef would up and start 
something, so’s he could take him up in 
one hand and pull off his arms and legs; ‘he 
loves me, he loves me not.’ And pretty 
quick he does come out of it, and his eyes 
open, and first thing of all be sees is Feodor 
sitting there watching him. His eyes bulge, 
and be starts to jump up, but the big one 
slams him back in his chair. 
 “‘Michel Andreyef, son of Michel 
the blacksmith, do you know me?’ asks Mr. 
Feodor. And Michel nods his head without 
opening his trap. He gives us all the double 
O. When he lamps me in my corner, I can 
tell by the nasty look of him that if Feodor 
turns him loose, I’ll likely have to croak 
him myself, or he’ll bump me off. But I 
should worry about Feodor doing that little 
thing. 
 “‘I have you absolutely in my 
power, Michel Andreyef, and your fate is 
in your own hands. Nobody knows you are 
here, except these faithful friends, and I 
would gladly squander my own life and 
liberty for one hour to do with you as I like. 
I offer you one and only one chance. You 
were born on my estate, and your father 
and grandfather knew mine. Tell me, 
Andreyef, would I lie to you?’ 
 “Andreyef shook his head and 
muttered ‘No’ through his beard. 
 “‘This thing you will do, Andreyef, 
and keep nothing back. I know enough 
already to tell whether you are lying or not. 
You shall relate to me in full all that was 
done to my little son, Boris. Wait!’ he 
orders, when Andreyef started to speak. ‘If 
you do this, I swear to you on my honor, 
that not a finger shall be laid on you in 
harm, or a pang inflicted; and you shall be 
allowed to depart in peace, free to go where 
you like. All this, if you relate to me 
without omission or excuses, all that you 

know about Boris.’ He stopped a minute, 
staring hard at Andreyef. ‘Otherwise,’ he 
said, gentle like, ‘you shall die in this 
room, slower and harder than even you 
have ever seen a man die. So help me God, 
amen!’ 
 “It was as still as a funeral for a 
long time. Andreyef turned kind of green, 
and tried to take his eyes from Mr. Feodor; 
but they kept coming back. The big wop 
kept opening and shutting his hands. Me 
and Ivan didn’t hardly breathe. Finally 
Andreyef says, ‘I’ll tell you all, and hold 
you to your oath.’ 
 “Feodor nodded. ‘And I’ll keep it. 
But the first lie you tell, your chance is 
gone forever, and what’s left of you will 
never be identified.’ 
 “So Michel Andreyef began to 
spiel. I’ll say he come through clean.” 
 I cannot do more than indicate the 
profound effect the story wrought upon me, 
told at midnight in that silent loft by Louie 
the Lunger, speaking in a monotone from 
the corner of his mouth, his face impassive 
and shadowed by his visored cap. Coming 
to me in so strangely diluted a form, this 
translation from Russian into the curious 
argot of the gunman, which I cannot 
reproduce, I must have lost much of the 
dramatic detail. Even so, I was thrilled to 
my soul by the personality of little Boris, 
the last of a long line of proud gentlefolk. 
The deathless character of this child hero 
pervaded the room. For—they could not 
touch his soul! Their slimy fingers groped 
in vain, and in his obscene environment he 
walked serene and unafraid. The Lunger 
sensed it dimly. 
 “There was class to that kid!” he 
commented at one point in his recital. 
“Like a thoroughbred. Ya can breed 
instinct out of ’em, but ya can’t beat it 
out!” 
 Humanly enough, these men and 
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women whose forbears had eaten fish and 
black bread and cheese, thought to give the 
little aristocrat, who knew strange foods 
brought from the ends of the earth by 
caravan and tramp steamer, a diet of their 
own fare. Not the fare they were enjoying 
at the time—the loot of warehouse and 
palace—but the ration of their ancestors. 
Boris uttered no complaint; and, besides, 
they were foiled to a degree by their 
women, who filched tidbits for the boy. 
 These harridans hated him 
theoretically, and as a representative of his 
class; but it appeared that Boris treated 
them with the same quaint punctilio he had 
been taught to adopt toward gentlewomen. 
He rose from his chair when one of these 
drabs entered the room; he uncovered in 
addressing them, and stooped to recover 
any little object they dropped; a brooch 
torn from the neck of a dead countess, 
maybe, or a jeweled comb, or a thick vodka 
tumbler. It incensed them, yet secretly 
intrigued them. From the first, they stood 
between him and much hardship. But in 
other ways they were as eager as their men 
to corrupt him, to tarnish this shining soul. 
 He was clad habitually in rags; and 
wore them with distinction, while the 
bullies and trollops who swaggered about, 
the inn in fine raiment, stripped from 
murdered aristocrats, looked awkward and 
ill at ease. 
 They made him drunk. This was not 
easy. “Papa does not wish me to drink 
spirits!” he protested. But they gave him 
salt fish and highly spiced dishes, and 
withheld all water save that which was 
slugged with vodka. So he became 
helpless, and afterward very sick. But even 
here they failed. Though intoxicated, he 
was never ridiculous. I find trite phrases 
crowding up here for recognition. Boris 
came of a long line of wealthy nobles. 

Among them had been full many hard 
drinkers. I am tempted to say that, in his 
cups, he was a small gentleman; but the 
phrase rings odious in my ears. At any rate, 
it was in this as in everything else, his body 
was theirs to do with as they would; his 
soul was as if incased in crystal. They 
could see it—but they could not touch it. 
 They told him his father had made 
himself secure in England, and had haggled 
over a ransom for him which he thought 
excessive. Boris laughed at them—but—
politely. Everywhere they were baffled. 
 Andreyef swore—and Louie the 
Lunger, no mean judge of humanity in the 
raw, believed him—that no hand was ever 
laid in anger upon Boris but once. It was 
when, passing a gutted church, he 
uncovered. They cuffed him for that; and 
when, each night, he crossed himself and 
prayed, they tried ridicule, shouted obscene 
songs, threatened the knout. All to no avail. 
He ignored them as if they were not 
present. He did not even despise them; he 
simply did not know they were there. 
 After a while they let him alone. He 
wasn’t of a religious turn of mind, Feodor 
told the Lunger afterward; just a small boy 
to whom religious duties were rather a 
bore—but not to be omitted on that 
account. Boys did not retire without 
kneeling before God. It simply wasn’t 
done. 
 It was no fault of Andreyef’s crew 
that he was not corrupted. Very likely, if he 
had lived, he would have been. Even the 
women made no objections to that part of 
the program; and he was, after all, only ten 
years old. A few years more— 
 But suddenly he died; just why is 
not clear. It certainly was not due to his 
captors. The violent change in his habits—
a sudden cutting off of tender care—the 
food—nostalgia—a combination of all 
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these, probably, hastened by a bad cold he 
contracted. 
 “I doped it out,” the Lunger 
expressed it, “that Gawd must of took him 
away.” A princely epitaph which my art 
cannot better. 
 They gave him decent burial—
without any religious rites, of course. Some 
of them—especially among the women—
seem to have been quite overcome. At any 
rate, they all got very drunk that night. The 
following week, Michel Andreyef was sent 
to New York on a mission to the Reds. 
 “I lamps old man Feodor,” said 
Louie, “when this Andreyef had done 
spieling, and his face was all shining, like 
some one had brought him good news. And 
be orders ’em to take him to the door and 

turn him loose, which they does, unwilling 
enough, Feodor nods at him as he passes 
his chair, ‘I thank you,’ he says. Can you 
beat it?” 
 I admitted that I could not. 
 My visitor yawned, lighted another 
of my cigarettes, and rose. At the door he 
paused, tugging at his cap and pulling the 
visor farther down over his eyes. 
 “They’s a candle burning for the 
kid down to St. Nicholas’s,” he said 
nonchalantly. “The Russian Church, ya 
know, I’ll say it’s some candle. Weighs ten 
pounds. Biggest one I could buy. S’long.” 
 Which remark, well as I thought I 
knew him, was the most surprising that I 
ever heard from the thin lips of Louis the 
Lunger. 

 


