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he Raggle-Taggle Gypsy 
By 

ALYS ALLEN 

“The road to happiness 
means a summer morning, a 
winding road, a laughing 
friend, a dear, dear comrade 
for life!” He broke off, 
ruefully. “I’d never have 
talked like that if you weren’t 
a gypsy yourself!” 

HE sunshine of June lay upon Brackenbrier 
Manor, gazing in Tudor dignity from above 
its terraced rose gardens down upon the 

motor-crowded highway below, and the gleaming 
Hudson beyond. At its grilled doors two of the 
most highly colored and glittering of these motors 
were disgorging their loads of kaleidoscopic youth, 
together with tennis racquets, golf bags, thermos 
bottles, hat boxes, and other necessities of the 
simple life. 

“Look out for that box, Goofy! You’ll put your 

foot through my new Reboux!” 
“Golly, was that your vanity case bumping me 

all the way down? Thought it was your hip bone.” 
“Get out, Isabel, you can’t sit there all day, you 

know.” 
“Why the rush, darling? Nancy can’t be married 

without her bridesmaids, anyhow!” 
“Nancy! Hey, Nance!” 
The shouts rolled and broke against the 

impassive face of Tudor stone. A butler shepherded 
in the riotous crew, the grilles clanged, and again 
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the roses dreamed in sunlight. Beyond the house, 
beyond the swimming pool, the deep woods of 
Brackenbrier lifted, darkened by cryptic blue 
shadows, away to the old west highroad, dusty 
white, forgotten now by the speeding motors that 
swept the lower paved avenue, yet remembering 
still—who shall say—the wheels it had known of 
clattering stagecoach and caravan, the hoofs of 
cloaked horsemen, the trudging feet of travelers 
turned west, with the sunset light of adventure in 
their faces. 

And behind the ivy-clad façade of Brackenbrier 
Manor, the gay guests were scattering to their 
quarters. Isabel, she of the long length of well-filled 
silk stocking and the black curls scrolling cherry 
cheeks, paused to ripple fingers on a closed door. 

“Hello, there, Nance, you blushing bride! The 
wedding party’s come!” 

But there was no answer, and Isabel’s high heels 
danced down the hall, clicking like castanets. 
Behind the closed door, in the cool, frilly room, 
was emptiness, and a wedding gown lying 
crumpled in the middle of the floor. 

And the slim figure it was made to sheath lay 
now, unconcerned, at ease, far, far from the sound 
of wedding bells slightly jazzed, dabbling bare toes 
in a brook. Above her, on a spice bush, a pair of 
silk stockings fluttered freedom’s banner in the 
woodland breeze; beside her a great hound rested, 
his red-brown eyes adoring, his tongue hanging 
from gleaming jaws, from the exertions of a recent 
reckless, fruitless, joyous rabbit chase. A pewee 
called, and the girl laughed, made a little splash 
with her toes, and began to sing under her breath: 

 
“Oh, what care I for a soft feather-bed 
With the sheet turned down so bravely. 
O! For tonight I shall sleep in a cold open field 
Along with the raggle-taggle gypsies, O!” 

 
She stretched, and laughed again, and rolled 

over in the soft moss, tweaking the hound’s long 
ears, splashing one foot in the water. Her voice rose 
again, to the canopy of leaves: 

 
“Oh, there came three gypsies to my door, 
And asked for to see my lady, O! 
One sang high, and the other sang low—” 

 
Across the book, from the wood’s heart, came a 

hearty bass: 

 “And the third sang ‘Bonny, bonny, Biscay, O!’” 
 

OOD heavens!” said Nancy, and sat up, 
tucking her bare feet under her. The hound 

rose with a low thunder in his throat. The bushes 
across the brook crashed apart upon a young man, 
his laughing face flushed with heat to his fair hair, 
his khakis muddy, a knapsack and a green tin 
contraption on his back. 

“You flatted,” accused Nancy, recovering with a 
pleasant shock of surprise. 

“Sorry,” apologized the young man, smiling. 
“May I come across? This bank’s full of cockle-
burs, and I’m devilish hot and tired.” 

He leaped the stream in an easy bound, and 
stooping to kneel there, cupped his hands in the 
stream and drained their fill of the ice-chill water. 
Then he stood up, tossing back his blond hair, 
smiling his peculiarly sweet, untroubled smile. 

“Sit down,” invited Nancy impulsively, 
touching the mossy bank beside her. “Just what sort 
of a tramp are you, if I may ask? And what is that 
tin sausage thing you’re wearing on your back?” 

“A botanical tramp. A vasculum,” laughed the 
young man. “I’m out on a collecting ramble, you 
see.” He snapped open the tin case which he had 
dropped beside him, so that she caught a glimpse of 
delicate little fern fronds and mosses, skillfully 
packed in cool earth. “This little bit of old virgin 
woodland is a treasure box, and I got permission up 
there at the palace”—he nodded toward the unseen 
magnificence of Brackenbrier Manor—“to take a 
few specimens away with me. There’s a frightful 
racket going on up there,” he remarked 
conversationally. “The debutante daughter of those 
millions is getting married tomorrow. I suppose 
you’ve read of it in the papers.” 

“I think I did hear something about it,” 
murmured Nancy, smiling curiously, as she bent 
forward and dabbled in the water. “Do you happen 
to know her?” 

“Nancy Prescott? Hardly,” the young man said 
dryly. “A happy-go-lucky, poor-as-poverty botanist 
doesn’t exactly mingle with the millioned. Of 
course, I’ve seen her pictures in the rotogravure 
sections.” 

“Is she nice looking?” 
“Awfully. But those girls are trained to look as 

expressionless as an egg. She’s very beautiful, in a 
cool, remote, marble way—but heaven knows 
what’s behind that perfect front.” 
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“Did you see her—up there at the house?” 
“No. There was a crowd of young plutocrats, 

shrieking and splashing in the great green-tiled 
swimming pool up there, in bathing suits calculated 
to knock you out with one swift blow between the 
eyes, but I’ve no idea which one she was.” He 
turned and looked at her with a concealed glimmer 
of curiosity. “Do you belong somewhere in the 
Brackenbrier menage, by the way?” 

“I? I’m just a gypsy.” Nancy gave a reckless 
little shrug. “Here today, gone tomorrow. Never 
mind about me. Tell me more about the bride, do. 
What’s she like, do you think?” 

“Like all society brides, I expect,” the young 
man said cheerfully. “White satin and lilies and an 
expression of conscious holiness. Walking to 
marriage on satin slippers down a plush aisle 
strewn with rose leaves. I’ve a very grave doubt,” 
he said, as though to himself, smiling down at the 
little nest he was making with idle fingers in the 
moss, “that that is the royal road to romance.” 

 
ANCY clasped her fingers around her knees 
tightly, staring at the sun-dappled water. 

“Is there one?” she whispered. “Do you think, 
somewhere, there’s really a road that leads to 
happiness?” 

He flung himself back on the moss, arms 
cradling his curly blond head, and laughed at the 
high blue sky. 

“The road to happiness,” he echoed softly, as 
though to the summer sky above him. “The 
winding white highway of freedom, that runs up 
hill and down valley, through the queerest, dearest 
towns, and the deepest, quietest forests, and along 
the seas where every sail is hope. To take the road 
on a summer’s morning, with a laughing friend, a 
dear, trusted comrade for life—” He broke off, 
ruefully, laughing at himself. “If you weren’t a 
gypsy yourself, I’d never have dared to talk like 
that.” 

“A gypsy!” Nancy said in a low, bitter voice. 
She was staring at her clasped hands and they were 
trembling. “A poor, cowardly, wretched make-
believe—pretending for one hopeless, happy 
moment that gypsying is possible!” 

She turned to him, turned the full oval of her 
clear, perfect face upon him, her blue eyes 
challenging. 

He met that gaze straight and wondering, and 
slowly in his eyes dawned recognition. He sat 

upright, there beside her, hands loosely clasping his 
khaki-clad knees, and for a long minute his keen 
gray eyes probed hers. 

“Why are you doing it?” he questioned in a 
quiet voice. “Why are you marrying young Stratton 
tomorrow?” 

She jumped to her feet, restless and goaded. 
“Because it’s expected of me!” she cried bitterly. 
“Because I’ve always done what was expected of 
me. As a child I walked in the park with a 
governess, when I ached to play with the happy, 
grubby little urchins in the public playgrounds. I 
went to the fashionable school where the other 
daughters of rich men went, and learned French 
and dancing and twiddling on the piano, when I 
hungered to know something about this marvelous 
world and what happens in it. Then I made my 
debut—flowers and crowds and meaningless smiles 
and pretty speeches—and after that I was 
hopelessly caught in the whirlpool. It was too much 
for me—it whirled me into Timmy Stratton’s arms. 
Oh, perfectly good, gentlemanly arms, but stiff, 
weak ones. Arms that never in their life did an 
honest day’s work. And they’re to hold me the rest 
of my life!” 

She put her hands to her face and her slender 
body trembled like a birch tree in the wind. Strong 
hands gripped her wrists, gently pulled her hands 
away from her tear-wet face. The blond young 
botanist was regarding her with grave, searching 
eyes. 

“I let the current carry me along,” Nancy went 
on passionately. “It was always expected—our 
families took it for granted—that Timmy and I 
would get married. Oh, at the proper time, of 
course!” She laughed, a little hysterically. 
“Everything at the proper time! It seemed all 
right—it wasn’t even proper to have the things I 
really wanted. But today—I got reckless, 
rebellious. I ran away to be myself, just once, 
before I belonged to somebody else for the rest of 
my life. And then you came—and the things you 
said showed me where I was going. And I don’t 
want to go there—I don’t, I don’t!” She was 
sobbing bitterly. 

The young man’s voice, cool, firm, 
commanding, silenced her. 

“Then don’t.” 
He still held her wrists. She lifted a frightened 

face, lit with hope. “What do you mean?” she 
whispered. 
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“Don’t let them drive you down the wrong road. 
Take your own way—the free way.” 

“But the wedding—the guests and presents—
my bridal gown—” she faltered. 

He let go her wrists to snap his fingers lightly 
and laugh. “A puppet show! Look about you—
there are the real things.” 

 
ANCY lifted her pale, unhappy face to the 
canopy of oak boughs rustling above her, 

ancient oaks that had been young when the red men 
roved Brackenbrier. Beyond were white clouds, 
drifting, sailing, blown by the high winds of happy 
chance. And as she watched them skimming on, out 
across the wide sky, a feeling of exultation swept 
over her. It was as though a leaden weight had 
lifted suddenly from her heart, and she felt for the 
moment at one with all the beauty about her—free, 
free as the clouds lifted high on the wind! Life 
seemed simplified, all at once, and she saw quite 
clearly the road that she would follow—on, on, and 
away. . . . She dropped her eyes to the brook at her 
feet, laughing unconcernedly over its pebbles, and 
she too laughed suddenly, recklessly. 

“I’ll have to have a toothbrush,” she said, “and a 
little money—and a hat.” 

It was the man’s turn to stare. “What are you 
going to do?” 

“Run away,” said Nancy lightly. “I’m never 
going back into that great big gorgeous prison of a 
house again. I’m afraid to, to be honest. I’d never 
get out again. I’m going to take the highroad—
today—this afternoon. I’ve plenty in the bank to 
take care of me, and besides, sometimes on the 
way, I shall work to earn more. I’ve never worked. 
I think I’d like it. And I shall see all the places I’ve 
always wanted to see—the little byway corners, 
instead of the insides of smart hotels that are the 
same the world over. And I shall do all the things 
I’ve always wanted to do—like sleeping out-of-
doors and watching the sunrise from a mountain 
top and asking for milk at a farm house. Brian Boru 
will go with me for guardian—won’t you, Brian?” 
She fondled the great hound’s head, laughing 
daringly into the young man’s face. Then a frown 
troubled her new radiance. “But the toothbrush—
and the hat—and most of all the money. It’s in the 
drawer of my dressing-table, the purse that holds 
my checkbook.” 

“I’ll get it for you,” said the botanist easily. 
She was alight. “Would you? Would you really 

burgle for me?” She bubbled laughter. 
“If you’ll trust me. I’m really a very reliable 

burglar,” he assured her, smiling. “My name, by the 
way, is Peter Church—doesn’t that sound safe?” 

“Listen, then!” said Nancy, all eagerness. 
“There’s a great old wisteria vine climbing the side 
of the house—the west side, where my room is. 
That’s the way I came out today. I didn’t want the 
butler, or anyone else, to see me. It’s easily strong 
enough to hold you. It comes right up to the 
casement window of my room—you can’t miss it. 
And I left the window open.” 

“Righto!” said Peter Church cheerfully. “I’m 
off!” 

“Good luck!” said Nancy breathlessly and 
slipped her slim little hand in his. “I’ll be waiting. 
“Oh, you’re a wingless angel!” 

He was gone, striding swiftly away through the 
bushes, and she sank down on the moss, breathless, 
trembling, her eyes dancing with dreams—with 
hope. 

 
SABEL, sleek as a lick of flame in her red 
swimming suit, had tired with characteristic 

fickleness of the water fight at the pool, and with 
the corner of her eye cocked behind her, had 
strolled away to a certain rose arbor that gave cozy 
concealment at the west end of the garden. Yes, 
Timmy was following, a little uncertainly, very 
discreetly. Her line, on the motor ride down from 
town, had certainly roped his rather roving interest. 
Poor Timmy—to be all tied-up tomorrow, she 
thought idly and lightly, dropping on the well-
screened seat of the arbor near the house. 

“Why, hello, Timmy!” she cried, glancing up 
with convincing surprise. “Thought you were still 
playing with the water-babies. Want to cuddle 
down here?” She patted the arbor seat. 

Timmy, with a face of profoundest gloom, 
dropped down beside her and took out a cigarette 
from the case he carried. Isabel regarded him with a 
slant provocative glance. 

“Too poisonous for poor Nance, isn’t it,” she 
commented casually, “having a sick headache shut 
her up on her one remaining day of freedom from 
connubial chains? Miss her awfully, do you, 
Timmy darling?” 

“Yes. No. I suppose so,” Timmy grew tomato-
colored, and examined the tip of the cigarette 
minutely. “Look here, Isabel, I’m in a blue funk.” 

The slim red flame flickered slightly. “How so, 

 N

I



 THE RAGGLE-TAGGLE GYPSY 5 

old thing?” 
“You—you’ll keep it under your hat, Isabel? I 

mean—of course, I’ll go through with it like a 
soldier and a gentleman. And, of course, Nance is 
really a sweet thing, and I adore her and all that. 
But what I mean is—this marriage business—it’s a 
bit thick, really it is. How the deuce can I ever stick 
to one girl all my life?” He turned tragically 
worried eyes upon the girl beside him. 

“There, there, Timmy!” she said soothingly, 
patting his hand. “Your old Uncle Isabel is always 
here to comfort you, you know.” 

“You really are a darling, Is,” Timmy said 
gratefully, admiring the impudent curve of the curl 
on her cheek. “You’ve bucked me no end. I really 
think I’ll have to kiss you—a farewell salute, don’t 
you know.” 

“If you think it would help you bear your 
cross,” considered Isabel, mocking him with her 
impish eyes. 

As their lips met suddenly, there came a 
muffled, heavy thud behind them. Timmy guiltily 
sprang up and glanced around the arbor’s edge. 
Then with a whoop he was up and gone. 

Isabel flashed out, and stopped there in the 
shadow of the house with a gurgle of amazement. 
Timmy was struggling unsuccessfully with a 
brawny young man topped with a thatch of shining 
blond hair, who fought off Timmy’s attack with 
one hand and held on high a gleaming gold mesh 
bag—Nancy’s mesh bag, for Isabel knew it in a 
moment by the sapphire flashing in the clasp. 

Just as the young blond robber broke away, the 
Brackenbrier butler shot out the west door and fell 
upon him heavily, bringing him crashing to the 
ground. Pandemonium followed. Two footmen 
came flying from the house, and the guests, hearing 
the riot, came trooping and whooping up from the 
swimming pool. 

They all assisted, riotously, at trussing up the 
thief, who stoically refused to answer jibes or 
questions, and the two stalwart footmen trundled 
him off, carrying him by the head and the feet, 
while the butler took himself and the mesh bag off 
to report to his master. 

Mr. Prescott was shut in his library, chewing an 
unlit cigar and fuming with annoyance at his 
daughter’s inexplicable absence. Her wedding eve! 
The wedding party already arrived—and Nancy not 
here to greet them! 

“Hasn’t she come in yet, Jeffries?” he 

demanded as the butler discreetly entered. “You 
told them all she had a headache, as I ordered? 
Don’t want any talk. Pretty behavior, this!” 

“No, sir. Yes, sir,” said Jeffries. “Beg pardon, 
sir, but we’ve caught a thief. We’ve put him in the 
stable, sir, awaiting your orders.” 

“I don’t want him,” said Mr. Prescott, throwing 
up his hands explosively. “Call the police from 
town to come and take him away. And send Miss 
Nancy here the moment she returns.” 

 
UT the sun slipped lower down the western 
sky, sending long shadows aslant the 

dreaming flowery terraces of Brackenbrier, and still 
no run-away bride appeared. 

In the hay of a box stall in the palatial Prescott 
stables lay Peter Church, cramped now from his 
ignominious bonds, fuming silently at the plight 
into which he had got himself—himself and the girl 
waiting so trustfully in the woods. The girl who had 
come forth out of his dreams as a dryad steps down 
from a tree. The one girl in the world, Peter Church 
knew, that he wanted beside him on the long white 
road winding down the years, the royal road to 
romance. 

And remembering the blue shaft of her glance, 
warm and clear as summer skies, the slim young 
swaying grace of her, that promised a light foot and 
a tireless ease along the highway, he forgot for a 
little his perilous predicament and the fret of the 
ropes that bound him. Until a little rustling in the 
loft above, a stealthy footstep, and a low voice 
roused him abruptly. 

“There’s a set o’ gold plates in them wedding 
presents, and a tidy bit o’ silver,” he heard the 
voice say. “But there’s bigger game than that up 
there, I’m tellin’ ye, bo.” 

Another voice mumbled, questioning. 
“You don’t read the sassiety columns, that’s 

what,” jeered the other softly. “Ain’t you heard 
about the Prescott pearls? Say, you’re an amatoor 
at this game, kid. You’d otta keep up with the 
literchoor o’ the profession. Why, old lady 
Prescott’s pearls are worth a cool fifty grand. 
Keeps ‘em in the bank mostly, I found out from a 
maid up there who talks too much. Trust me to get 
the dope out o’ women! But when’s the one sure 
time she’s gonna get out the hen’s eggs to trim up 
her third chin? You guessed it first crack, bozo—at 
her daughter’s weddin’!” 

A fly buzzed idly down to settle on the tip of 
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Peter Church’s nose, but he lay motionless as a log. 
“It’s gettin’ on past seven,” the cautious voice 

overhead went on. “I found out from that dame up 
there that dinner’s at seven-fifteen tonight, on 
account o’ some shebang after. That’s the time for 
us to git nifty—while they’re all downstairs. I seen 
a vine goin’ up the side o’ the house that’s easy as a 
step ladder. Now, bo, you jest ease along down 
with me, and we’ll slip along to the west side of the 
house.” 

Feet with a cat’s tread landed softly just outside 
the box stall that imprisoned Peter. He held his 
breath as the quiet footsteps stealthily died away, 
and then he turned over with a groan. The stables 
were a good quarter of a mile from the Manor; 
silence lay deep all around. Who would hear him if 
he shouted to raise the alarm? And—what was 
worse—if he did manage to warn the Prescotts of 
the impending robbery, who would ever believe 
that he was not a member of the gang, turning 
informer to save his own skin? 

No one, certainly, except Nancy. Nancy could 
clear him, plainly enough—but at the cost of her 
own freedom. He ground his teeth. He’d go to 
prison, he’d go through Hades, to keep her out of 
Timothy Stratton’s arms. 

A step sounded in the passage of the stables, a 
stealthy step, but a free, swift, light step that made 
his heart leap and his blood quicken. 

“Nancy—Miss Prescott!” he called breathlessly. 
And in a moment she was there beside him, 

crying out softly and compassionately over his 
bonds, as her quick fingers untied the knots. A 
minute later he was on his feet, holding her in his 
arms, willing and warm and heedless of all the 
world and time fleeting by toward her wedding 
day, her lips pressed to his in the kiss of eternal 
promise. 

“Nancy! Nancy! Is it true—do you dare?” 
 “I dare anything—with you,” she told him, her 

blue eyes straight and shining with grave 
happiness. “Waiting there in the woods, when you 
didn’t come, and didn’t come, it came to me what it 
would mean if you never came—when I’d just 
found you!” 

And again, for timeless time, they were lost to 
all but each other. Then Peter wrenched himself 
back to their present plight, and told her of the 
thieves who were, doubtless, even now well started 
on their enterprise. Swiftly and breathlessly the two 
made their plans. 

INNER at Brackenbrier Manor was a 
curiously hectic affair this evening, with the 

host and hostess still keeping up their eleventh-
hour pretense that all was well and Nancy sick-
abed upstairs. The police had not yet arrived. They 
had been summoned, but the Manor was hours 
distant from New York, and the highway too 
crowded to permit much speed. Mr. Prescott was 
awaiting their coming to set the search for his 
missing daughter going in real earnest. Meanwhile, 
the riotous young bridal party, scenting somewhat 
amiss below the surface of convention, grew even 
more riotously gay with suppressed excitement. 

The dinner was careening along through a 
brilliant noise of chatter, when Nancy and Peter 
slipped into the house by a shrubbery-screened side 
door, where Nancy’s roan mare, Robin, stood 
saddled and bridled. Softly, they stole through the 
deserted hallway, slipped unseen through the living 
room, and on into the library. There they paused, 
listened, and Nancy whispered feverishly: 

“He keeps it in the drawer of his desk! Come, be 
quick!” 

Peter hurried across the dimly-lighted room, 
opened the drawer of the desk, and took out the 
pistol as Nancy directed. Then they returned to the 
hall and ascended the wide stairway to the second 
floor. 

To their ears came the babble of laughter and 
talk from the dining room, where Goofy had risen 
to his feet, loudly requesting the floor. 

“Good old Goofy! Give the little boy a hand!” 
“Spill it, Goofy!” 
“What’s it about, Goof, old thing—a funeral 

oration for Timmy?” 
“Shut up, Silly—” 
It was some time before Goofy could get 

started, for the hilarity, and he was no more than 
well into his peroration when a sudden scream from 
Isabel startled the party and all turned staring and 
shocked to silence. 

Into the room backed two dark figures, sinister 
in bulk and ragged dress, hands up helplessly 
before the muzzle of the gun in the grip of the 
blond young burglar. And behind the burglar came 
Nancy—Nancy, tousled and laughing, and radiant 
with happiness! 

Peter’s stern gray eyes never wavered, as he 
spoke. “Sorry for the intrusion, Mr. Prescott, but I 
found these fellows rifling your wife’s jewel box. 
Will you take them over, please? I’ve an 
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appointment, and I must be going.” 
Mr. Prescott staggered to his feet, gasping, and a 

murmur of utter amazement ran through the party. 
“Darlings!” cried Nancy, throwing her arms 

wide as she turned to them. “I’m terribly sorry, but 
there isn’t going to be any wedding march or any 
organ, or any rice or reporters. I’m not going to 
marry you, Timmy—yes, I knew you’d look 
relieved! But please, all of you, have a gorgeous 
time celebrating my wedding, for I am going to be 
married—to the man I truly love!” And she put her 
hand on Peter’s arm and stood laughing brilliantly 
at them all. 

“Nancy!” thundered Mr. Prescott. 
“Sorry, Mr. Prescott, but time presses. We’re 

going now. Look out!” 
And as Peter spoke his gun spoke, once, and the 

robber who had lunged to wrest it from him fell 
with a curse to the floor. Pandemonium followed, 
as three footmen and the butler fell upon the two 
thieves, and the guests screamed, chairs crashed, 
and Mrs. Prescott began to shriek systematically. 
When the riot paused, Nancy and Peter had 
vanished mysteriously. 

But the high and dreaming woods of 
Brackenbrier heard their going, heard the gallop of 
horse’s hoofs as the roan mare, Robin, took the 
road, blithely and swiftly, for all the weight of two 
riders on her back—took the old west highroad, the 
royal road to happiness. 

 


