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Billy Bunter’s Hat Trick

The First Chapter. 
Caught Napping!
SNORE!

Some of the Remove fellows at Greyfriars School jumped. All of them stared. Mr. Quelch, the master of the Re​move, gave a sort of convulsive start. Snorrrrrrrre!

The sound was unmistakable. It was a snore!

It was not merely a snore—not simply a common or garden snore, so to speak. It was a hefty snore; a gargantuan snore; a snore that was reminiscent of the trumpeting of an elephant in the jungle.

It woke many echoes in the drowsy quiet of the Remove Form-room. It proceeded from Billy Bunter. It was such a snore as the Remove fellows were accustomed to hear in the dormitory o'nights. But in class, in the Form-room, it was an unaccustomed sound.

"Oh crumbs!" murmured Bob Cherry.

"The awful chump!" breathed Harry Wharton.

"The chumpfulness is terrific!" murmured Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, the dusky Nabob of Bhanipur.

Snore!

It was a hot summer's afternoon. There were few, if any, of the Lower Fourth Form of Greyfriars who would not gladly have ex​changed the stuffy Form-room for the open air. Plenty of the fellows felt drowsy. Mr. Quelch's voice seemed to many of the Form, like the drone of a persistent wasp.

Valuable as was the instruction Mr. Quelch was imparting to his Form, the Removites were not giving him a lot of attention. Only when Mr. Quelch's gimlet eye fixed on some junior did that junior sit up and take notice.

Roman History had never appealed less to the Greyfriars Remove than it did on that drowsy afternoon. But certainly no member of the Form had thought of taking a nap while it was going on.

Bunter, indeed, had not intended to take a nap. He had only intended to listen to Mr. Quelch with his eyes shut.

But once Bunter's eyes were shut, the inevitable happened. When his eyes were shut he slept. And when he slept he snored. His fat chin dropped on his podgy chest; his eyes were shut and his mouth was open, and he snored.

"Upon my word!" ejaculated Mr. Quelch.

That lesson featured Nero, and Mr. Quelch, Suetonius in hand, was handing out stuff that it was worth any fellow's while to hear and remember. But even the thrilling moment when the centurion rooted out the bronze-bearded tyrant in his hiding-place failed to interest Bunter. Bunter snored.

The gimlet eye of Mr. Quelch fastened on him. It seemed almost to bore into Bunter. But the Owl of the Remove snored, regardless.

"Bunter!"

Mr. Quelch's voice was not loud, but deep, and it had a, knife-like edge on it. Snore!

Bob Cherry reached his foot under his desk to give the fat junior a timely kick.

There was a sudden howl from Skinner, who sat next to Bunter. "Yow-ow!"

Bob had delivered the timely kick, but apparently it had reached the wrong address.

Harold Skinner jumped and howled.

"Skinner!" exclaimed Mr. Quelch angrily. "What do you mean, Skinner? How dare you utter that ridiculous and unseemly ejaculation?"

"Ow! Somebody kicked me!" gasped Skinner. He glared round at Bob. "You silly owl, wharrer you hacking me for, you fathead?"

"Cherry, did you -"

"I—I meant it for Bunter, sir," stammered Bob. "I—I think he's dropped off, and—and-"

"Take fifty lines. Cherry!"

"Oh! Yes, sir!"

"Bunter!" Mr. Quelch's voice was now both loud and deep.

The Remove sat very quiet. Nobody was feeling drowsy now. The glitter in Mr. Quelch's eyes was more than enough to put the whole Form on the qui vive.

Only the happy Bunter slept on. Bunter could do with a great deal of sleep. In his list of earthly delights, eating came first; but sleeping came second. There were excuses for Bunter. It was a hot and drowsy day, and he had done unusually well at dinner. And since dinner he had found a pie in Vernon-Smith's study in the Remove. Smithy was under the impression that that pie was in his study cupboard. As a matter of fact, it was in Billy Bunter.

"Bunter!"

It seemed to the Removites that Mr. Quelch's voice, as he barked at Bunter, might have awakened Rip Van Winkle himself, or the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus. But it did not awaken the fat Owl. When it came to sleeping, Rip Van Winkle had nothing on Bunter.

Mr. Quelch did not speak again. He stopped to his desk and picked up a cane therefrom. Cane in hand, he stepped towards the form. Evidently Quelch considered that the time for words had passed, and that the time for action had come. The juniors smiled as he approached the sleeping beauty.

Snore!

Swish!

"Yarooooooh!"

Billy Bunter woke!

His eyes opened, and he blinked dizzily over his big spectacles. That sudden and emphatic swish of the cane had done the trick.

"Ow!" roared Bunter. Ow! Beast! Tain't rising-bell! Beast!"

"Ha, ha, ha!" yelled the Removites.

Bunter, startled out of slumber, had evidently not awakened with his fat wits about him. He had the impression that he was in the dormitory, and that some playful junior had disturbed his slumbers.

"Silence!" hooted Mr. Quelch. "Bunter!"

"Ow! Owl Oh! Ow!" gasped Bunter. He realised that he was in the Form-room, and that he had fallen asleep during a class. "Oh! Yes, sir! I—I wasn't asleep, sir!"

"What?"

"Not at all, sir!" gasped Bunter, with a wary eye on the cane. "Nothing of the sort, sir! I—I heard all you fellows were saying—I mean, I heard every word you said, sir! I—I listen better with my eyes shut, sir!"

"Upon my word!" exclaimed Mr. Quelch. His glare at the Owl of the Remove was like unto that of the basilisk of old. "Bunter, how dare you prevaricate! You were fast asleep! Fast asleep in Form!"

"Oh, no, sir! Not a wink!" stuttered Blunter" I—I was listening all the time, sir! I never lost a single word! I—I wouldn't, sir! I—I hope you take my word, sir!"

“You dare to tell me that you heard all I was saying?" articulated the Remove master.

"Every word, sir!"

"Very well, Bunter. You will repeat my words," said Mr. Quelch in a grinding voice. "You will tell me, Bunter, what it was that the emperor Nero said when the centurion found him at the villa in the suburbs of Rome."

"Oh!" gasped Bunter.

The hapless Owl had not, in point of fact, listened to a word even before he fell asleep. And he had nodded off before Mr. Quelch came to "Haec est fides." "Whoppers" were Billy Bunter's usual resource in times of difficulty, but they seldom saw him through his troubles. Often the truth would have been more useful had Bunter thought of telling the truth, which he seldom did. Truth and Bunter had long been Strangers.

"Well?" hooted Mr. Quelch.

"I—I can tell you, sir. Certainly!" Stammered Bunter. "When the centurion came to Nero, sir, Nero said—

said—said"

"What?"

"He said, “Kiss me, Hardy!" stammered Bunter. "Ha, ha, ha!" shrieked the Remove.

Mr. Quelch's face was a study as he received that answer. Without waiting for the Form master to speak, Bunter tried again. He realised that he had got it wrong.

"I—I mean, sir–”

"Well, what do you mean, Bunter?"

"I—I mean," he said, ‘“Take away that bauble!’ sir. And—and he never smiled again!" gasped Bunter.

"He—he said, 'Take away that bauble!' and he—he never smiled again!" repeated Mr. Quelch quite dazedly.

"I—I mean, sir"—again Billy Bunter realised that it was not good enough, and he cudgelled his fat brains for something that was—"I—I mean," he said, "Had I but served Pontius Pilate as I have served Julius Caesar, he would not have let the cakes burn"

"Ha, ha, ha!"

"Silence!" roared Mr. Quelch. "The next boy who laughs will be caned."

Instant gravity descended on the Remove.

"Bunter! You will step out before the class!"

"Wha-a-at for. sir?"

"I am going to cane you, Bunter!"

"Oh. lor'!"

Billy Bunter rolled reluctantly out of his place. Still more reluctantly he bent over at his Form master's command.

Swish!

"Yow-ow-ow!" Swish!

"Whooooooooop!"

"Cease those ridiculous noises, Bunter, and go back to your place! And if you do not give me your attention–”

"Yow-ow-ow-ow!"

"You are the idlest and most obtuse boy in my Form, Bunter! I shall give you a section of Suetonius to write out fifty times after class. Now give me your attention."

After which William George Bunter gave his Form master plenty of atten​tion. In fact, he hung upon Mr. Quelch's words as if they were pearls of wisdom falling from his lips. The afternoon was still hot: the Form-room was still stuffy; and Mr. Quelch's voice still resembled the drone of a persistent wasp. But no sound even distantly resembling a snore was heard again in the Remove Form room.

The Second Chapter.
Skinner “Asks For It!”
“I SAY, you fellows!"

"Poor old Bunter!" 

"I say, it's awful!" Said Bunter pathetically. The Remove had been dismissed at last; which was a great relief.

There was no doubt that Mr. Quelch, their respected Form master, had been somewhat tart that warm afternoon. Perhaps the hot weather affected him a little. Or perhaps in the hot weather he found the Lower Fourth rather a strain. Pupils like Billy Bunter were really a little tiresome at 80 in the shade.

Certainly, Quelch had been tart—more tartaric than usual. Not only Bunter had incurred his wrath. Skinner had been given fifty lines for a careless answer. Vernon-Smith had been given a hundred for impertinence. Fisher T. Fish had been scarified by an acid tongue for saying "Yep" instead of "Yes "—which was hard lines on Fishy, who naturally talked in his native language. Lord Mauleverer had received an impot for yawning. Even Harry Wharton, head boy of the Form, had been snapped at. Thrice had Bob Cherry been barked at for shuffling his feet; and the fourth time he shuffled them, the pointer rapped on his knuckles. Altogether, it was a relief to be dismissed.

Mr. Quelch was still busy in the Form-room. Perhaps he was getting ready that section of Suetonius which was to improve Billy Bunter's knowledge of Imperial Rome. Billy Bunter, in the Form-room passage, wore a worried look. He was still feeling the effect of those two swishes, which Mr. Quelch had laid on, not wisely but too well. And he was dreading the additional task which his Form master was getting ready for him.

Work had never appealed to Bunter. For work, in any shape or form, he felt a strange antipathy. Extra work seemed to Bunter insult added to injury. Neither was he desirous of improving his knowledge of Imperial Rome.

Mr. Quelch's view was that fellows were at Greyfriars to learn things. This view was not shared by all his Form; least of all by William George Bunter. Learning things had no attraction whatever for the Owl of the Remove.

"Yards and yards of it!" said Bunter, almost tearfully. "Suetonius, you know—that awful rot! Yards of it —and in this weather! I say, you fellows, which of you is going to write it out for me?"

"Oh, my hat!" ejaculated Bob Cherry.

"Echo answers which!" chuckled Johnny Bull.

And Hurree Jamset Ram Singh remarked that the whichfulness was terrific!

The juniors sympathised with Bunter. Two swishes from Quelch were not a light matter; and Suetonius was serious enough. But their sympathy did not seem likely to take the practical form of writing out the impot for Bunter. There was a limit.

"I say, Harry, old fellow–" urged Bunter.

Harry Wharton laughed.

"I'm going on the river," he explained.

"Bob, old chap–”

'"Going on the river, old bean!" grinned Bob Cherry.

"Franky, old pal–"

"Going on the river!" chuckled Nugent.

"What about you, Johnny?"

"Nothing about me," answered Johnny Bull.

"I Say, Inky–"

"My esteemed and idiotic Bunter, the answer is in the absurd negative."

"Skinner–"

"Ha, ha, ha!" yelled Skinner.

"Blessed if I see anything to cackle at!" growled Bunter. "What are you cackling at, you silly ass?"

"Your little joke, old fat bean," said Skinner.

"Smithy–"

"Cut it out, fathead!" said Vernon-Smith. "I've got a hundred lines of my own! Bother old Quelch."

"Well, you cheeked him!" grinned Bob.

"The man's got no sense of humour!" grunted the Bounder. Smithy had ventured to be funny in class. Nero's pernicious custom of smearing tar on his victims and burning them as human torches, had been described by Smithy as "making light of grave subjects." Which was not bad as a pun but decidedly out of place in a Form-room—especially on a hot afternoon!

"Well, I think you fellows might stand by a fellow!" said Billy Bunter disconsolately. "Look here, Wharton, if you'll stop in and write my impot, I'll go on the river with the other fellows instead of you. You'll be doing them a favour as well as me. See?" "Ha, ha, ha!"

“I'm fed-up with Quelch!" grunted Skinner. "I've got fifty blessed lines to write, just because it's a hot day and Quelch is ratty! I can tell you I'm sick of Quelch."

"Shurrup, you ass!" murmured Bob Cherry hastily.

Mr. Quelch had stepped out of the Form-room doorway. But Skinner, unfortunately, had his back in that direction, and did not see his Form master in the offing.

"Shan't!" he snapped. "You fellows can kowtow to Quelch as much as you like, and thank him kindly when he gives you lines for nothing! I shall jolly well say what I think! And I jolly well think that Quelch is a bad-tempered old blighter, and I jolly well wish the Head would sack him!"

The horror in the faces of the juniors made Harold Skinner pause, realising that something was up.

He knew the next moment what was up.

"Skinner!”

The wretched Skinner spun round. His eyes almost started from his head at the sight of Mr. Quelch. Evidently the Remove master had heard every word.

"Oh!" gasped Skinner.

"Skinner! How dare you!" articu​lated Mr. Quelch. "I repeat, how dare you? Is that the way you speak of your Form master, Skinner?"

"Oh crikey!" groaned Skinner.

"Skinner, you will follow me to my study!"

"Oh crumbs!"

Skinner followed Mr. Quelch to his study in the lowest of spirits. From that study a minute later, sounds of woe were heard. When Skinner emerged, he seemed to be trying to fold himself up like a pocket-knife.

"Had it bad?" Asked Snoop sympathetically.

Skinner groaned dismally. It was only too clear that he had had it bad.

"Well, you asked for it, old chap!" remarked Stott.

Groan!

Skinner, no doubt, had asked for it; but, like so many persons in this weary world, he hated getting that for which he had asked.

"Come on the river with us, old bean," said Harry Wharton. Which was really very kind of the captain of the Remove, for he did not like Skinner.

Groan!

"Not coming?" asked Bob Cherry.

"Ow! No! Wow!"

The Famous Five went on their way to the sunny river. Snoop and Stott, who were Skinner's chums, gave him sympathetic looks. Still, they did not want to hang about hearing him groan.

"Well, coming out?" asked Snoop.

"Wow! No."

"Well, we're going," said Stott. “Go—and be blowed! Wow!” Snoop and Stott went. Skinner at the present moment was not pleasant company. Like the young man of Hythe, who was shaved with a scythe, he did nothing but wriggle and writhe. It was like Billy Bunter, of course, to rush in where angels might have feared to tread.

"I Say, Skinner, old chap–"

Bunter rolled up to the suffering Skinner and blinked at him through his big spectacles. 

"I say"

"Wow!"

"Does it hurt, old fellow?" 

“Idiot! Wow!"

"Well, as you're not going out, old chap, what about doing my impot?" Asked Bunter. 

"You see, I want to get out. As you're not going–"

"Yow-ow-ow!"

"You might listen to a chap, Skinner–"

"Wow!"

"Don't be selfish, you know. As you're staying in you might as well do my impot for me, and– Whooop! Leggo! Yarooooh! Wharrer you kicking me for, you beast? Yoooooop!"

Skinner did not explain what he was kicking Bunter for. He put all his energy into the kicking.

A sudden grip on Bunter's collar spun him round, and Skinner's boot landed on a pair of tight trousers. It landed again, and yet again. Bunter roared.

"Ow! Wow! Leave off, you beast! Oh, my hat! Look here, have you gone mad? Yaroooooop!"

Bunter fled. Skinner got in one more as he went, and the fat junior let out a terrific yell as he vanished. After which Skinner felt a little better. Bunter, on the other hand, did not. But in an imperfect universe it was impossible for everyone to be satisfied.

The Third Chapter
A wash for Mr. Walker!

“’ELP a cove, sir!"

"Hallo, hallo, hallo!" ejaculated Bob Cherry. The Famous Five of the Remove were enjoying life.

It was still hot. The blaze of the summer sun reminded Hurree Jamset Ram Singh of the sunshine of his native land, and the dusky nabob fairly basked in it. Even Inky admitted that it was warm, and the other fellows considered that it was too warm. But there was a little—though a very little— coolness to be found on the river, and the shade of the big trees by the bank of the Sark was grateful and comforting.

The chums of the Remove had pulled a couple of miles up the river and landed on the towpath by the woods of Popper Court. The boat was tied up to the willows under the bank. The five juniors were seated under the trees, back from the river. They had brought a bag of jam-tarts and half a dozen bottles of ginger-pop. And, hot as it was, it was very pleasant and agreeable, especially as a change after Quelch in the Form-room. The cheery five demolished jam-tarts, quenched their thirst with ginger-beer, and were happy.

The rippling, shining river, the wooded banks, the blue sky dotted with fleecy clouds were pleasant to look upon. There was no blot upon the landscape until a tattered figure came shambling up the towpath and halted at the sight of the Greyfriars juniors.

The man was a tramp, and he looked tired. He looked, indeed, as if he had been born tired.

His garments were tattered; his shaggy head was protected from the sun-blaze by what had once been a straw hat of the "boater" variety, now worn and discoloured and almost shapeless. Also it was too small for the tired gentleman, and he seemed to have some difficulty in keeping it on. Probably it had been made for some other gentleman in the dim long ago, and its present wearer had annexed it from some rubbish-heap. It looked as if it would have disgraced any self-respecting rubbish-heap.

As the weary walker halted and blinked at the schoolboys with fishy eyes, an aroma of stale tobacco and rum poisoned the air. The traveller evidently had no money to expend on soap and water, or even on a shave, but he seemed to be a sturdy supporter of the drink traffic.

He touched his battered hat.

"Elp a cove, sir!" he said. "I'm looking for work, sir."

"You'd better be a bit careful how you look for work," said Bob Cherry, shaking his head seriously.

"Eh?"

"You might find some, you know," explained Bob.

The juniors grinned. If the battered and tattered gentleman was looking for work, it was obviously in the hope of not finding any.

"A few coppers would 'elp a bloke, sir. I ain't had a drink—I mean I ain't had a bite of food this blessed day. Name of Walker," went on the tattered one confidentially. "Honest Walker was what I was called, sir; me being that honest you could trust me with anything."

"I'd trust you with a cake of soap," assented Bob; "I'm sure you'd hand it back untouched."

''You'll 'ave your little joke, sir!" said Mr. Walker. "What about 'arf-a-crown?"

"The half-a-crownfulness will not be terrific, my esteemed Walker," said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. Mr. Walker gave a start. Hurree Jamset Ram Singh's English often had the effect of surprising strangers.

"Blow me pink!" said Mr. Walker. "Would you mind saying that agin, sir? I don't quite ketch on."

"The half-a-crownfulness will not be terrific. But you are welcome to an esteemed and ridiculous shilling," said the nabob.

"A bob's a bob," said Mr. Walker philosophically.

Hurree Jamset Ram Singh slipped a dusky hand into his pocket. It came out with many silver pieces in it, and from these the nabob selected a shilling, which he tossed to the frowsy gentleman.

Mr. Walker caught it, and at the same time his eyes glimmered at the money in the nabob's hand.

There was a knobby stick under Mr. Walker's arm. He slipped it into his hand, at the same time glancing up and down the towpath with a cautious eye. There was no one in sight; the spot was a solitary one. Honest Walker came a step nearer to the juniors, and a bullying expression came over his unwashed, unshaven face.

Harry Wharton & Co. eyed him curiously. They could read easily the thought that was passing through Mr. Walker's mind.

In that lonely spot, and with a stick in his hand, and only schoolboys to deal with, Mr. Walker evidently considered that he was on a good thing. His bullying look was not to be mistaken. But the juniors were not alarmed. Mr. Walker was not yet acquainted with the Famous Five of Greyfriars.

"You're going to make it a quid!" said Mr. Walker. "I'll take it kindly if you'll make it a quid."

"Rats!" said Bob Cherry cheerfully.

"The ratfulness is terrific."

Mr. Walker's look became more threatening. He twirled the stick in his unwashed hand in a very suggestive way.

“I don't want to 'urt you," he said.

"That's all right!" said Bob reassuringly. “You couldn't hurt us if you tried, old bean. Give it a miss."

"I dessay you're good for a quid among the lot of you," said Mr. Walker. "Now, 'and it out—and sharp! I ain't waiting."

The Famous Five rose to their feet. Honest Walker grinned, in the evident expectation of seeing them go through their pockets to make up the sum he demanded.

That, however, was not the intention of the Famous Five. They were not, as Mr. Walker supposed, scared by his threatening looks and his stick. They had no intention whatever of being robbed by a frowsy tramp.

"You want us to hand it out, old bean?" asked Bob politely.

"Yes," said Mr, Walker, "and sharp!"

Bob grinned at his comrades.

"It's up to us to hand out something if the gentleman insists on it," he remarked. "Pile in!"

Mr. Walker had time for one swipe with his stick as the Famous Five jumped at him. Johnny Bull caught that swipe with his arm, and gave a roar. The next moment Mr. Walker was rolling on the towpath, and the stick was flying through the air to the middle of the Sark.

“Oh! Ow! Blow me pink!" gasped Mr. Walker.

He struggled wildly. But he struggled in vain. Five pairs of hands were on him, and Honest Walker was held as in a vice.

Many a time, with black looks and a threatening stick, Mr. Walker had raised small sums from wayfarers. But on this occasion Mr. Walker found that he had woke up the wrong passenger.

"Heave ahead, my hearties!" chuckled Bob Cherry.

And Mr. Walker, struggling and spluttering, went rolling down the bank towards the river.

"Oh, leggo!" roared Mr. Walker. "Oh, my eye! Blow me pink and blue! Don't you shove me near that blooming water! 'Elp!"

"We're handing it out!" explained Bob Cherry. "What you need most, old bean, is a wash, and that's what we're handing out."

"Ha, ha, ha!"

'"Elp!" yelled Mr. Walker wildly.

The approach to the water seemed to fill him with the direst alarm. It was years and years since Mr. Walker had had a wash, and he evidently hated the prospect. But there was no help for Mr. Walker. A wash was what he needed, if not what he wanted, and that was what the juniors were handing out. He rolled through the grass into the shallow water under the bank. Splash!

"Ooooooch!"

Mr. Walker sprawled in a foot of water. He sprawled and gasped and spluttered. His ancient hat floated away on the current. He sat up in the water and gurgled spasmodically.

"Oooooogh! Groooogh! Oh, my eye! Ooooooooch!"

"Sorry we haven't any soap!" Said Bob. "But there's lots of water–"

"Oooooooch!"

"Stay in as long as you like! You're making the river rather dirty, but it will wash away."

"Ha, ha, ha!"

"Grrrrrrroooooogggh!" gurgled Mr. Walker.

He did not stay in long. He made a wild scramble for the bank, and dragged himself out. He stood streaming and dripping with water, and gasping for breath. And the words that came from him in a torrent were quite unfit for youthful ears.

"Chuck the brute in again!" said Johnny Bull.

"The chuckfulness is the proper caper."

"Go it!"

Whereupon Mr. Walker's fiery eloquence suddenly ceased, and he turned and raced along the tow path. Puffing and blowing, he vanished down the river. His hatless head disappeared beyond the willows. 

Bob Cherry chuckled. "Fancy that innocent bird thinking he could scare this Co.!" he remarked. "He will know better next time,"

And the chums of the Remove returned to jam-tarts and ginger-pop, dismissing Mr. Walker from their minds. In the middle of the stream Mr. Walker's ancient "boater" twirled on the current, and finally sank. Mr. Walker had lost his hat, which was no great loss. But owing to a strange chain of circumstances yet to be unfolded Mr. Walker was destined to be provided with a new hat by the time the chums of the Remove saw him again.

The Fourth Chapter
Bunter has a brainwave!

Mr Quelch rose from his table in the study, with a sigh of relief. He had been correcting papers for his Form, and now the last paper lay corrected on the top of a neat little pile. Mr. Quelch was now free for a little while, from his multifarious duties.

It was a little cooler, and Mr. Quelch was going out for a walk, so the Remove master was feeling in a rather more benignant frame of mind.

From a hat-box Mr. Quelch took a handsome silk hat. He was going to the vicarage, and on such occasions Mr. Quelch sported his topper.

Likewise, he was going to call at a shop as he passed through Friardale and pay a little account.

For this reason, Mr. Quelch took out his notecase and examined the contents, to ascertain that he was sufficiently pro​vided with the wherewithal, Mr. Quelch being a very careful and methodical gentleman.

In the notecase were two pound notes and a ten-shilling note. This, to a swift arithmetician like Mr. Quelch, was obviously not enough to pay an account of three pounds, ten shillings and sixpence.

Mr. Quelch unlocked the money-drawer in his desk, and from the interior extracted a banknote for five pounds.

He laid this on his desk, while he carefully relocked the money-drawer and replaced the key-ring in his pocket. In all such matters Henry Samuel Quelch Was carefulness itself.

At this point there came an interruption. There was a knock at the study door, and it opened immediately.

Mr. Prout stepped in.

Mr. Quelch suppressed a sigh.

Prout, the master of the Fifth, had the chatty expression on his plump face that his colleague knew and dreaded.

Prout had dropped in for a chat.

"My dear Quelch! You are not busy!” said Mr. Prout.

"I was about–" began Quelch. But he had no time to mention that he was about to go out.

"I see you are not!" said Prout, in his genial, chatty way.

"The fact is–" said Quelch.

"A warm day,” said Prout, sinking into Mr. Quelch's armchair. "A very warm day, Quelch! I hardly remember so warm a day as this since I was in the Rockies in—now, what year was it?"

Quelch breathed rather hard.

"Nineteen five, was it?" said Prout reminiscently. "Or was it nineteen four? One's memory is not so good as it was, Quelch. Not so good as in the days when Plancus was Consul, what? Ha, h'm!"

"Oh, quite!" said Mr. Quelch. "But the fact is–"

"After all, the precise year is immaterial," said Prout. "But well I remember that day—the day I shot my first grizzly."

Looking at Mr. Prout, no one would have suspected that he had been a great hunter of big game in the dear dead days beyond recall. But anyone who knew Prout could not fail to be aware of it, for Prout told his hunting stories over and over again, and all Common-room knew them by heart.

Mr. Quelch looked restive.

By cutting out that call in the village he would have time to listen to Prout before he had to start for the vicarage. But he did not want to listen to Prout. Nobody ever wanted to listen to Prout. Very much indeed Mr. Quelch did not want to listen to Prout. But it was not easy to stop Prout when his chin was once in action. Mr. Prout had time to spare, and he enjoyed a chat. It never occurred to Prout that he had the enjoyment all to himself. Quite unobservant of Mr. Quelch's restlessness, Prout rolled on with it. Mr. Quelch, with a sigh, resigned himself to his fate. But again came an interruption, and this time it was a great relief. Trotter, the House page, tapped, and put in his head.

"What is it, Trotter?" asked Mr. Quelch.

Trotter gave the welcome information that the Head desired to speak to Mr. Quelch if he had a few minutes to spare.

"You will excuse me, Prout!" said the Remove master; and he left the study immediately after Trotter. Prout was left with his grizzly half-killed, as it were. He rose from Mr. Quelch's armchair with rather an effort; Prout had a good deal of weight to lift. He rolled along to Mr. Capper's study to resume his chat, with the master of the Fourth as the happy victim. Mild Mr. Capper had to listen to the slaying of Prout's grizzly on that warm day in the Rockies in nineteen four or five from the beginning to the bitter end. Before the end was reached Mr. Capper was almost wishing that the circumstances had been reversed, and that the grizzly had slain Prout.

Mr. Quelch's study was left untenanted. It had been untenanted for exactly three minutes when the half-hour after five chimed out from the clock-tower, and as the chime died away a fat figure arrived at the study door.

Billy Bunter blinked in. Bunter had been commanded to bring his imposition to his Form master at half-past five.

he had not brought it. What he had brought was an excuse for not having brought it. Nobody had been willing to write out that impot for Bunter. The selfishness to which Bunter was sadly accustomed seemed more in evidence than ever on that hot summer day. As for writing it himself, that was practically impossible. Laziness stood like a lion in the path.

Bunter, therefore, had arrived to explain to Mr. Quelch that after he had written the impot that he hadn’t written, his study-mate, Peter Todd, had carelessly and inadvertently used it to light the fire in the study, to boil the kettle for tea.

Bunter hoped that this would satisfy Mr. Quelch. At the worst, he considered, Quelch could only tell him to write it out again; and as it hadn't been written out at all, that would be all right.

He would gain time. And there was a remote possibility that Quelch might forget to ask for it next day.

On the other hand, Mr. Quelch might not believe Burner's statement. More than once he had doubted Bunter's word, much to Bunter's indignation.

However, as the fat Owl hadn't done the task, he had to say something, and he had come to his Form master's study to say it. But he was in rather a state of trepidation when he arrived.

"If you please, sir–" began Bunter, as he rolled in. Then he observed that the study was empty. He grunted. The beast had told him to come at half-past five. It was half-past five and he had come. And the beast wasn't there! That would not have mattered had Bunter brought his task with him. He could have left it on the table and departed. But he had brought an excuse, instead of an impot; and obviously he could not leave the excuse on the table.

He decided to wait for Quelch. Apparently Quelch was going out, as his hat lay on the table, ready. But he couldn't have gone yet, as his hat was there. He had to come back for that. Bunter hoped that he would not be long. He was anxious to get the ordeal over. The more he reflected on the story he had made up for Quelch the thinner it seemed, and he almost—though not quite—wished that he had exerted himself to the extent of writing out the imposition. It was brutal of the beast to keep a fellow on tenterhooks, like this.

Waiting for Mr. Quelch, Billy Bunter blinked inquisitively at the master's desk. Bunter was as inquisitive as a monkey. He wondered, too, whether a fellow could venture to mix up some of the papers, or pour the contents of the gum bottle into the inkwell, just as a retaliation for those two swishes in the Form-room. It would not do, of course, if Quelch found him in the study. On the other hand, he could easily slip out of the study before Quelch came, and pretend that he had never been there. Veracity had never troubled Bunter.

He yearned to make Quelch sit up. Quelch had made Bunter sit up, and one good turn deserved another.

"Oh crikey!" ejaculated Bunter.

He stared at the banknote lying on the desk. Careful gentleman as he was, methodical to the finger-tips, Mr. Quelch had left the five-pound note lying on the desk, beside his notecase. It was Prout’s fault for interrupting him; but there it was!

Bunter grinned! This was his chance! Quelch was well known to be close with money. If anything could make him sit up, missing money would do it. Bunter, probably, was the only fellow at Grey friars obtuse enough to play tricks with money. But Bunter was obtuse enough for that, or anything else. His fat brain moved in mysterious ways its wonders to perform.

He picked up the banknote and blinked round the study. His big idea was to hide it. Quelch would be in a frightful bate by the time he found it. The frightfuller the bate Quelch was in, the better Bunter would be pleased. A beast who had swished Bunter and given him an impot on a hot day deserved boiling in oil. Boiling in oil was impracticable; but at least the Owl of the Remove could give Quelch a hunt for his banknote.

He chuckled as he blinked at the silk-hat on the table.

"He, he, he!"

He picked up the hat. In a few seconds the banknote was slipped under the inside lining. It would be a long time before Quelch found it there!

Bunter chortled. Then he rolled to the door. Having played that masterly jape on Mr. Quelch, it was obvious, even to Bunter's limited intellect, that he had better not be found in the study. He put his head out of the doorway and blinked to and fro. The passage was deserted. Bunter rolled out of the study. He realised that there was no time to waste. Quelch might appear in the offing at any moment. As soon as he was in the passage he ran.

He reached the corner from one direction just as Mr. Hacker, the master of the Shell, coming along to his study, reached it from the other direction. Mr. Hacker came round the corner at a sedate and leisurely pace, as befitted a Form master of Greyfriars. Bunter, on the other hand, went round it like a charging walrus.

Crash!

"Oh!" gasped Bunter. "Goodness gracious!" exclaimed Mr. Hacker.

Bunter staggered from the shock. Mr. Hacker almost sat down. Bunter's charge had plenty of weight behind it.

"You—you—you–" gasped Mr. Hacker.

"Oh crumbs! Ow!" roared Bunter, as the master of the Shell gripped a fat ear between a finger and thumb that felt like a pair of pincers.

"You clumsy young rascal!" Exclaimed Mr. Hacker. 

"Yaroooo!”

Burner tore his ear away and fled. Mr. Hacker, with a snort, went on to Masters' Passage, gasping as he went. He went into his study and slammed the door.

Five minutes later Mr. Quelch came hurriedly along the passage and entered his study. He picked up his silk-hat and hurried out again. He had barely time, after so many delays, to arrive at the vicarage in time to keep his ap​pointment with Mr. Lambe, and no time at all to make his intended call in the village. In the circumstances Mr. Quelch failed to remember the notecase and banknote he had left on his desk; and as he walked to the vicarage he certainly never dreamed that he was carrying the banknote with him in the lining of his hat!

The Fifth Chapter
Something Serious!

“Mind your step!” said the Bounder.

"What's up?" Asked Harry Wharton. 

"Quelchy's on the jolly old warpath!" "But what's the row?" asked Bob Cherry.

Smithy shrugged his shoulders.

"Goodness knows! But something's up. I passed Quelch a minute ago and he looked like a thundercloud. He's got it in for somebody."

"It's the weather," said Bob. "The heat affects these old gents. Luckily, we're done with Quelch till tomorrow, except for roll-call. And he can't very well rag a man at call-over."

"He's got it in for somebody!" said Vernon-Smith. "I've never seen him look quite so ratty before. You men been up to anything?"

“Not guilty!” said Nugent, with a Laugh.

"He's been ratty all day!" growled Skinner. "I'm jolly well fed-up with Quelch, I can tell you."

"Better not let him hear you say so again!" chuckled Bob.

"I say, you fellows–"

"Hallo, hallo, hallo! What's up with Quelch, Bunter?"

"Eh? How should I know?"

"Well, you generally know everything," said Bob. "Mean to say you haven't been listening at any keyholes to-day?"

"Oh, really. Cherry–"

"You men seen Quelch?" Peter Todd joined the group. "I say, something's up with Quelch. He looks as if he's going to bite!"

"He was all right when he came in," said the Bounder. "I saw him come in, and he looked quite tame. But when he came out of his study afterwards he looked as black as thunder."

"Somebody been japing his study while he was out, perhaps," suggested Johnny Bull.

"He, he, he!"

That fat cachinnation caused all eyes to turn on Bunter.

"My hat! You silly owl, have you been japing Quelch?" exclaimed the captain of the Remove.

“Oh, really, Wharton–"

"What have you been up to, Bunter?" demanded Bob.

"Nothing, old chap. I don't know anything about it. I haven't been to Quelch's study at all," explained Bunter. "I never went there to tell him why I hadn't done my impot. Besides, he wasn't there, and I came away again."

"Oh, my hat!" "Ha, ha, ha!"

"Blessed if I see anything to cackle at! I say, you fellows, don't you go making out that I've been to Quelchy's study!" exclaimed Bunter anxiously. "Don't you get me into a row, you know."

"You benighted idiot!" exclaimed Harry Wharton. "What have you been up to in Quelch's study?"

"Nothing, old chap. I haven't been near his study. The fact is, I went out immediately after class!" said Bunter. "I’ve walked miles and miles across Courtfield Common. You know what a demon I am for walking."

"But you said Quelch wasn't there, and you came away again!" shrieked Bob Cherry.

"Yes, that's right, old chap; he wasn't there," said Bunter. "I fancy he was called away suddenly, or something."

"And you haven't been to the study?”

"Oh, no! I've been down to Friardale.”

"You–you–” gasped Bob. 

"How do you know that Quelch wasn’t in the study if you didn't go to the study?"

Billy Bunter started. "Eh? Oh I–I don't know! I don't know any​thing about it! You see, immediately after class I went for a ride on the motor-bus to Redclyffe. I've only just got back. So—so I can't have been near his study, can I?"

The juniors gazed at the fat and fatuous Owl.

"Why did they send him to Greyfriars if there was a vacancy in any home for idiots?" asked Bob Cherry.

"Oh, really, Cherry–"

"So it was Bunter!" said the Bounder, with a chuckle." Fancy Bunter having the nerve to jape Quelch—on a hot day, too! What did you do, Bunter?"

"Nothing," howled Bunter. "Don't you start making out that I've done anything, Smithy! I call it mean."

"Ha, ha, ha!"

"I've been writing a letter home," said Bunter warmly. "I've been at it ever since class. I haven't left my study for a single moment till I came down just now for call-over. So–"

"Oh crumbs!" gasped Bob. "If Quelch asks you, are you going to tell him that you were in your study writing a letter home, walking across Courtfield Common, going down to Friardale, and taking a ride on the Redclyffe motor-bus, all at the same time? Some alibi!"

"Ha, ha, ha!"

"An alibi can be overdone!" chuckled the Bounder. "Ha, ha, ha!"

"Hallo, hallo, hallo! There's the jolly old bell!" said Bob Cherry; and the juniors joined the crowd going into Hall for call-over. It was Mr. Quelch's duty to take call-over that evening; and the Removites found their Form master in Hall. The news had spread that something had happened to get Quelchy's rag out, as the juniors rather irreverently expressed it; and most of the Form regarded him with some curiosity. Mr. Quelch was very calm and very quiet, as he called the roll; but it was easy for the fellows to see that his "rag" was, indeed, out!

There was a glinting of the gimlet eyes, a compression of the lips, and an edge to Mr. Quelch's voice, which be​trayed the fact that he was suppressing his emotions.

Something, evidently, had happened— something rather out of the common. Mr. Quelch had been cross in the Form-room that day; but this was not merely a case of cross temper. It was serious; and the Removites wondered what it was. Fellows in other Forms noticed that something was "up" with Quelch; but they did not worry about it. It was for the Remove to worry.

There was something like consternation in the Remove when they received an order to remain in Hall after roll was called and the rest of the school dismissed.

Evidently the thing was serious, whatever it was; and apparently it concerned the whole of the Form. There were fellows in the Remove who had sins of commission or omission on their youthful consciences; and they looked at the grave, grim face of their Form master very uneasily indeed.

"My boys," said Mr. Quelch—and his voice was very deep—" I am compelled to allude to a matter of a very serious and very disagreeable nature."

The juniors wondered breathlessly what was coming next.

"I was, absent from the House for an hour this afternoon!" resumed Mr. Quelch. "Owing to an interruption just before I went out, I left my notecase and a banknote for five pounds lying on my desk."

The Remove hardly breathed.

"During my absence," went on Mr. Quelch, his voice growing deeper, "someone entered my study and removed the banknote."

"Oh!"

It was a gasp from all the Remove. "The notecase," said Mr. Quelch, "was still where I had left it. Its contents were untouched, but the bank-note had been removed." "Great pip!" murmured Bob Cherry. "The great pipfulness is terrific." "I have made a careful—indeed, meticulous—search of my study," con​tinued Mr. Quelch. "I have ascertained beyond doubt that the banknote is not there. It was removed during my absence. I have made inquiries, and ascertained that none of the servants visited my study. Some Greyfriars boy entered the room and abstracted the banknote. No boy other than a member of the Remove can have done so. The matter rests with my Form."

The juniors thrilled. They had guessed that the matter was serious; but they had not guessed how awfully serious it was. It could not very well have been more serious! A banknote had been taken from the Form master's study. That implied theft— and theft meant expulsion for the thief, when discovered.

"Some boy here present." said Mr. Quelch, his gimlet eye glittering over his Form, "entered my study during my absence and took the banknote. I call upon that boy to stand forward."

Not a man in the Remove stirred.

"No takers!" murmured the Bounder.

There was a long pause. Probably Mr. Quelch did not expect the culprit to step forward and own up. It would have been expecting rather a lot. If he did expect it, however, he was disappointed. There were, as the Bounder put it, no takers!

Mr. Quelch broke the breathless silence.

“I should be glad to settle the matter at once, with as little publicity and scandal as possible. If, however, the boy concerned does not immediately step forward, the matter passes out of my hands into those of Dr. Locke. I give him one more opportunity."

Harry Wharton & Co. glanced involuntarily at Burner. Bunter, they could not doubt, had been in Quelchy's study while the Form master was gone out. Certainly, they would not have suspected Bunter of stealing a banknote!

Had Mr. Quelch left a cake or a jam-tart on his table, during his absence, nobody would have doubted that Bunter had bagged it. But money was quite a different thing.

In matters of tuck, Billy Bunter had no sense whatever of the distinction between "meum" and "tuum." But even Bunter had brains enough to know that taking money was stealing.

Still, it was clear to the chums of the Remove that Bunter had been on the spot! They looked at Bunter. To their astonishment, the Owl of the Remove gave them a fat wink! To their utter amazement, Bunter seemed entertained, amused, almost hilarious.

Bunter was the only fellow in the Remove who saw anything amusing in the state of affairs! But evidently Bunter did!

There was another long silence. Again Mr. Quelch was disappointed if he had any expectation that the delinquent would step out and ask for the "chopper."

"Very well," said Mr. Quelch, at last, compressing his lips, "I shall report the matter to the headmaster, and in​quiry will follow. You are dismissed."

And the Remove, in a state of breathless excitement, streamed out of Hall.

The Sixth Chapter. 

A Shock for Bunter!
A thief in the Remove. It. was impossible — incredible! It was not to be thought of for a moment! Only, unfortunately, it had to be thought of! The excited Removites gathered in the Rag to discuss the matter. Billy Bunter rolled away to his study. He did not need to discuss the matter; he knew all there was to be known. But the rest of the Lower Fourth were in a ferment.

"Quelchy's an ass!" declared Bolsover major. "Making out there's a thief in the Form. The man's a fool!"

"I guess banknotes can't walk away!" said Fisher T. Fish, shaking his head.

"Quelch has lost it, of course!" said Squiff.

“Dropped it somewhere!" said Hazeldene.

"Quelch isn't the man to do that!" said Harry Wharton quietly. "He's awfully careful with money."

"Jolly careful—to leave a banknote lying on his desk!" snorted Bolsover major. "Careless ass, if you ask me.”

"Well, yes; still, he's not the man to drop banknotes about," said the captain of the Remove. "But—I can't believe there's a thief in the Remove! That's too awfully thick!"

"The thickfulness is preposterously terrific!" said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, with a shake of his dusky head.

"But what's become of the jolly old banknote?" asked Bob Cherry.

"Goodness knows!"

"Somebody's pinched it," said Skinner, "and I fancy Bunter could tell us who it was."

"Bunter!" exclaimed a dozen voices. "Rot!" growled Johnny Bull. "Rubbish!" snorted Bob Cherry.

Skinner shrugged his shoulders. "Well, we jolly well know that Bunter went to Quelch's study while he was out! He says he didn't—which is proof that he did."

"Something in that!" grinned Snoop.

"Bunter wouldn't steal!" said Harry Wharton. 

"That's bosh! No fellow's tuck is safe from him," sneered Skinner.

"That's different," said the captain of the Remove sharply. "Bunter's a fat idiot; but he's not a thief!"

"Well, who had the banknote?" demanded Skinner.

But that was a question to which no man in the Remove could find an answer. 

Harry Wharton & Co. went up to the Remove passage, leaving the Rag in a buzz of excited discussion and surmise. The Famous Five were feeling worried. Unless Mr. Quelch was mistaken in the matter—which seemed incredible—a theft had been committed in his study. And there was little doubt that Bunter had been there. They could not suspect Bunter of theft; but, on the other hand, there was no fellow in the Remove who could be suspected of such a mean crime. And it was certain that Bunter's ideas on the subject of property were very dubious. In matters of tuck, at least, he was a Bolshevik.

"It can't have been Bunter, you men," said Harry Wharton. "But—but, if you come to that, it can't have been anybody —and it was somebody, I suppose! I—I think we'd better speak to Bunter."

"Just thinking the same!" agreed Bob.

"The samefulness is terrific!"

The Famous Five walked along to Study No. 7. They found William George Bunter there.

He greeted them with a fat and cheery grin. Bunter, evidently, was the only fellow in the Form who was not worried and dismayed by the awful state of affairs. Still, that could hardly point to guilt. The guilty party might have been ex​pected to feel the most worried and troubled of all.

"I say, you fellows," chortled Bunter, "old Quelch is in a frightful bate, isn't he? He, he, he!"

"It's a serious matter, Bunter," said Harry.

" He, he, he! Awfully serious for old Quelch!" grinned Bunter. "Let him hunt for his banknote! He, he, he! Serve him right for licking a fellow in class!"

The juniors exchanged glances.

"What do you know about it, Bunter?" asked Wharton quietly. It was only too clear that the fat Owl knew something, though the juniors could not make out what it was.

"Oh, nothing!" said Bunter airily. "Nothing at all! No good asking me about it, when I don't know anything! He, he, he!"

"You went to Quelch's study while he was out," said Harry. "For goodness’ sake, Bunter, if you've done a silly, fat-headed thing, own up at once. Quelch knows what a fool you are, and he may go easy–”

"Catch me!" said Bunter derisively. "Why, it would mean six, at least!"

"Six?" repeated Wharton. "You crass ass, it means the sack!" Bunter blinked at him through his big spectacles. This, apparently, was a new and startling idea to the fatuous Owl of the Remove.

"The sack?" he repeated.

"Yes, you benighted chump!"

"Oh, don't be a goat, you know!" said Bunter. "Quelch is a beast, but he wouldn't ask the Head to sack a man for a jape."

"A—a—a jape?" ejaculated Bob Cherry.

"You've been japing Quelch!" yelled Johnny Bull. “Japing with a man's banknote?”

"Is even Bunter idiot enough for that?” exclaimed Nugent, aghast.

"Bunter is esteemed idiot enough for anything!" remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. "His idiotfulness is terrific!"

"Oh, really, you fellows–"

"For goodness' sake, Bunter, what have you been up to?" exclaimed Harry Wharton. "Can't you see that the matter's serious?”

"He, he, he!" Apparently Bunter couldn't.

"Quelch has gone to the Head about it!" roared Johnny Bull.

"He, he, he!" cachinnated Bunter. "Let him go! He, he, he! They can jolly well hunt for the banknote together! I wish 'em joy of it! He, he, he!" And the fatuous Owl fairly doubled up with mirth.

The Famous Five gazed at him blankly.

"You howling chump!" gasped Bob Cherry. "Can't you understand? It's the sack! You'll be turfed out of Greyfriars if you've bagged that banknote'"

"Rats! He, he, he!"

"Do you think they'll let a thief stay in the school?" howled Johnny Bull. Billy Bunter gave a jump.

"A—a—a what?" he yelped.

"A thief, you fat dummy! Haven't you brains enough to know that a fellow who steals is a thief?”

Bunter ceased to chortle. He blinked at the juniors, with his little round eyes wide open behind his big round spectacles. For the first time a dim understanding of the seriousness of the matter dawned on Bunter's fat brain. His jaw dropped,

"Wha-a-at?" stuttered Bunter. "You beast! Wharrer you mean? Mean to say that old Quelch thinks that the banknote is pinched?"

"Oh crumbs!" said Bob. "Didn't you hear what he said in Hall? What do you think he thinks?”

Billy Bunter gazed at the juniors in growing horror. Obviously he had not understood what Mr. Quelch had said in Hall. This was his first intimation that the Remove master believed the bank​note to have been stolen.

"Oh crikey!" gurgled Bunter. "You —you—you think he thinks that the banknote was pinched?"

"Of course he does, you fathead! What the dickens else can he think, when it's missing?" exclaimed Bob.

"Oh lor'!"

Bunter collapsed into the armchair. All his merriment had vanished now. He blinked at the Removites in terror.

"Pip-pip-pinched!" he gasped. "Oh lor'! Oh crumbs! Oh crikey! Why, that means the sack! Oh, holy smoke! B-but it wasn't pinched!"

"You awful idiot!” said Wharton. "You've played a silly trick with Quelch's banknote! Is that it? Thank goodness it's no worse! Have you hidden it somewhere?"

"Oh dear!" moaned Bunter.

"Take it back at once!"

"Oh crikey!"

"Quelch may believe you—he knows what a howling ass you are–"

"Oh jiminy!"

"Look here, Bunter–”

"Pinched!" gasped Bunter. "N-now I come to think of it, Quelch might think it was pinched! Oh dear! Sacked! Oh lor'! Bunked! Oh crikey! I—I say, you fellows, I—I don't know anything about it!"

"What?" roared Bob Cherry.

"Nothing at all!" gasped Bunter. "Not a thing! I—I never went to Quelch's study! I never saw the banknote on his desk! I never touched it! I never knew he had a banknote! I—I don't believe he ever had one, really! He—he dreamed it!"

"Oh, my hat!"

"There was no banknote in the study!" gasped Bunter. "I'm prepared to swear that there was no banknote on the desk when I was in the study! And I never was in the study at all! Never went anywhere near it!"

"Take it back to Quelch before it's too late, you awful idiot!" gasped Nugent.

"Oh, really, Nugent–"

"Can't you see it’s your last chance?" roared Bob.

"Oh, really, Cherry–"

"Where is it?" demanded Wharton.

"How should I know where it is, when I haven't touched it?" gasped Bunter. "How was I to know that the old ass would think it was pinched? Oh dear! I call it beastly suspicious! Of course, I know nothing whatever about it. I hope you fellows can take my word."

"Take your word!" repeated Wharton dazedly.

"Yes, rather!" said Bunter warmly. "I expect my pals to take my word. It's a bit rotten, I think, to doubt a fellow's word. Ungentlemanly."

"Oh, jumping Moses!" gasped Bob Cherry. He felt that William George Bunter was really too much for him. Peter Todd came into the study. He glanced inquiringly at the serious faces of the Famous Five.

"What's up?" he asked.

"I say, Peter, you stand by a chap!" exclaimed Bunter, before the chums of the Remove could speak. "I say, Peter, they're trying to make out that I know something about Quelch’s banknote, making out that I went to his study and pinched it. You know I wouldn't, don't you. Toddy, old chap?"

"What the thump–" said Toddy.

"The howling ass has been japing with Quelch's fiver," explained Wharton. "Playing an idiotic trick on Quelch."

"Great Scott!"

"I haven't!" yelled Bunter "I keep On telling you that I don't know anything about it! They're doubting my word, Peter."

"You don't say so!" ejaculated Peter Todd.

"I do, old chap. Actually doubting a fellow's word!" said Bunter. "Low, I call it! Ungentlemanly! Turn them out of the study, Toddy! Butting into a man's study, and doubting his word–"

"You howling idiot!" shrieked Bob. "Take the banknote back to Quelch before he starts the Head on the job."

"Beast!"

"It's your last chance, Bunter!" said Wharton. "Rotter!"

"Can't you see?" exclaimed Nugent. "Yah!"

Harry Wharton & Co. left the study. Evidently it was useless to argue with William George Bunter. Now that he knew that the banknote was supposed to have been stolen, the fatuous Owl was scared out of his fat wits. His one idea was to take refuge, as usual, in a series of tremendous "whoppers." The fat Owl snorted indignantly us they went.

"Can't take a fellow's word—after all I've done for them, too!" he ejaculated. "Fancy that. Toddy!"

Peter Todd looked at him. "What do you know about Quelch's banknote, Bunter?" he asked. "Nothing, old chap!"

"If you do–"

"I don't!”

"Before it's too late–"

"I've had that from those beasts!" snorted Bunter indignantly. "I tell you I never saw the banknote! It wasn't on Quelch's desk. And I never went near the study. He dropped it somewhere out of doors, of course. And I jolly well don't believe there ever was a banknote at all. And that's all about it, Toddy!"

And with that, Bunter rolled out of Study No. 7, leaving Toddy staring.

The Seventh Chapter. 

Skinner Hits Back!

“SAFE as houses!" said Skinner. "Um!" said Snoop. Harold Skinner seemed confident. Sidney James Snoop, on the other hand, was dubious. It was the following day, Wednesday— a half-holiday at Greyfriars School. It was a glorious afternoon, and most of the Greyfriars fellows found life worth living. True, there was a worry on many minds in the Remove. The missing banknote was still missing. Nothing had been discovered so far, and until a discovery was made, the whole Form felt that they were under a cloud.

Mr. Quelch, extremely worried and irritated by what had happened, had been far from pleasant in the Form-room that morning. Lines had fallen as thick as leaves in Vallombrosa of old, and there had been canings not a few.

The Remove realised that the mysterious theft in his study had deeply dis​turbed their Form master, and that until the matter was elucidated and done with, Quelch was likely to be like a bear with a sore head. Which was not agreeable for the Remove. Still, when class was over, the fellows mostly dismissed the matter from their minds, in the happy way of schoolboys, satisfied with the present, and leaving the future to take care of itself.

Harry Wharton & Co., and the Re​move cricketers, were on Little Side, playing a Form match with the Shell. Other fellows were watching the game; others pursuing their own various avocations. Skinner and Snoop were in the window-seat on the Remove landing, conversing in low tones.

"I tell you it's safe as houses," repeated Skinner. "Quelch has gone out With Prout. They'll be hours."

"Um!" said Snoop again.

Skinner rubbed his hands. "I've been licked this morning, and licked yesterday," he said. "So have you, Snoopey! Quelch is taking it out of us because somebody's pinched his blessed fiver."

"Well, our con was pretty rotten," said Snoop.

"Oh, don't jaw! Look here, are you game?" demanded Skinner. "I'm not asking you to come into the room. You keep watch outside. Somebody might come up–"

"Oh, rot! Besides, if you hear anybody on the stairs, whistle and bunk."

"Oh, all right," said Snoop, making up his mind at last.

"Come on, then," said Skinner briskly. He slipped from the window-seat and led the way. On that bright and sunny half-holiday, the House was almost deserted. The coast seemed absolutely clear, as the two young rascals scuttled along a passage that gave them access to the masters' quarters. Mr. Quelch's room was over his study, and that it was vacant was certain, as the Remove master had been seen to walk out with Mr. Prout. Skinner opened the door cautiously and peered in.

"Whistle if you hear anybody!" he whispered; and Snoop nodded.

"Buck up, though!" he muttered un​easily. And Skinner slipped into the room. He glanced round quickly. He did not need Snoop's injunction to buck up. Clear as the coast seemed, Skinner was well aware that he was in dangerous quarters, and he was in a hurry to get through. He was looking for Mr. Quelch's hat-box, and his eyes fell on it immediately. He whipped off the lid. Inside the box reposed the handsome silk topper which Mr. Quelch had sported the previous day on his visit to the vicarage. Skinner jerked it out. Into the empty box he dropped a card, on which was printed, in large capital letters, the single word, "Rats."

That impertinent message was to greet Mr. Quelch's startled eyes the next time he wanted his topper. The topper itself would not be available. Skinner closed the hat-box, and slipped the topper into a paper bag he drew from his pocket and unfolded. Then he hurried out of the room, closed the door, and rejoined Snoop.

"All serene!" breathed Snoop. "But buck up!"

"Come on!”

The two young rascals scudded away. The whole thing had occupied only a few minutes. Skinner was grinning, but Snoop was breathless and uneasy when they reached the Remove landing again with their prize.

"What are you going to do with it?" asked Snoop.

"Take it out and chuck it away," answered Skinner coolly.

"I say, Quelch gives thirty-five bob for his toppers, I've heard."

"All the better. He wouldn't be so jolly handy with the cane if he knew that canings might cost him thirty-five bob a time."

Snoop chuckled.

"But you'll be spotted," he said. "Fellows are bound to notice a tiling like that under your arm."

"I'm going to make it smaller," explained Skinner.

He proceeded to make the topper smaller by a simple process. He placed it on the floor and jumped on it. There was a horrid crunch.

"Oh, my hat!" gasped Snoop. "Ha, ha, ha! I say, that tile wouldn't be much use to Quelch now, even if he got it back."

Crunch, crunch, crunch! Harold Skinner stamped cheerfully on the hat. By the time he had finished it was more like a concertina than a hat.

He picked it up, slipped it into the paper bag again, and chuckled. In its present shape the topper could easily be slipped out of sight under his jacket. A silk hat in its natural form is rather a bulky article to conceal; but well trodden on, it does not take up much room.

"Come on!" said Skinner cheerily.

Skinner and Snoop went down, and strolled out of the House. They walked to the gates and sauntered out. Skinner was in great spirits; though his comrade had a lingering uneasiness.

"Quelch will be frightfully wild!" remarked Snoop.

"That's what I want,” said Skinner.

"He may go for his hat in a hurry to go somewhere–"

"Ha, ha, ha!" roared Skinner.

"Well, better get rid of it."

"There's a rubbish-heap near Friardale—I'll chuck it there."

And having arrived at the rubbish-heap near the village, Skinner, after a cautious glance round, took the crushed topper from the paper bag, gave it a hefty kick, and sent it hurling through the air to land among a collection of old tin cans and broken bottles and other disused articles.

After which the young rascals walked back to Greyfriars—Snoop still a little uneasy, but Skinner grinning cheerfully.

The Eighth Chapter.

The Pinchers!

“LOOK out!" exclaimed Temple of the Fourth. Cecil Reginald Temple seemed quite alarmed.

Dabney and Fry stared for a moment, then they grinned.

The three heroes of the Fourth were lounging in the doorway of the school shop. From the direction of the cricket-field, five juniors in flannels came along, in search of the refreshing ginger-pop.

Harry Wharton &. Co., glanced at the Fourth-Formers. They could not help hearing Temple's alarmed exclamation, and it drew their attention to the three.

They glanced—then they stared! Cecil Reginald Temple was going through an elaborate motion of buttoning his pockets. Dabney and Fry followed his example. For a moment the chums of the Remove did not understand. They simply stared. But Cecil Reginald Temple did not mean to leave any room for mis​understanding.

"Careful, you men!" he said. "Beware of pickpockets, you know."

"Oh, rather!" chuckled Dabney.

"What with banknotes and things missing, a man can't be too careful," Temple elaborated. Then the Famous Five understood. Evidently the heroes of the Fourth had heard of the banknote that was missing from the Remove master's study. Equally evidently they were going to make the most of it. Not that Temple & Co., of course, supposed that the Famous Five knew anything of a missing banknote. But it was a chance to score one over the Remove, and Temple & Co., were going to rub it in.

"Why, you silly, fatheaded, footling chumps!" exclaimed Johnny Bull in great wrath.

"Hallo! What's the matter with you?" asked Temple affably. "Can't a man take care not to have his pockets picked?"

"Are you calling us pickpockets?" bawled Johnny Bull.

"Not in the least, dear boy! I haven't the faintest idea which man in the Remove does the pinchin'," an​swered Temple blandly.

"Is that your idea of a joke?" asked Harry Wharton quietly.

"I'm not jokin'. I understand that you've got pinchers in the Remove – fellows who pinch banknotes and things when a man's not lookin'. Isn't it the case?" asked Temple blandly. Harry Wharton did not answer that question.

He made a sign to his chums, and the Famous Five made a rush. Up to that moment Temple & Co., had been smiling cheerily. They felt that they had the advantage. But when the affair proceeded from words to actions, the advantage undoubtedly lay with the Removites. Temple, Dabney and Fry were grasped, and yanked out of the doorway of the tuckshop, and rolled on the hard, unsympathetic earth.

"Oh gad!" yelled Temple.

"Oh, my hat!" gasped Fry.

"Oh! Ow! Wow!" roared Dabney.

"Give them jip!" gasped Bob Cherry. "Give them beans! Give them toco!"

"The tocofulness is terrific!" chuckled the Nabob of Bhanipur.

"Ha, ha, ha!"

"Oh! Ow! Wow!" spluttered the hapless Temple, as he rolled and howled wildly. "Ow! Wow! Leggo! Chuck it! I was only jokin'—yarooooo!"

"Well, we're only joking, too!" chuckled Bob Cherry. "We're terrific jokers, when we get going."

"Yow-ow! Leggo!"

"It's your idea of a joke to call a man a pickpocket! My idea of a joke is to bang his head on the ground—like that–"

"Yaroooooh!”

"And like that–”

"Whooooooop!"

"And to jam his cap down the back of his neck, like that–"

"Ooooooogh!"

"And to pull his nose—like that–"

"Groooooogh!"

"The dear man doesn't seem to be enjoying the joke now!" remarked Bob. "Losing your sense of humour, Temple, old top?"

"The jokefulness is terrific–," chortled Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, as he rubbed Edward Fry's features in the earth. An agonised wail came from Fry of the Fourth. Dabney, with his head banging against the trunk of an elm, yelled with anguish.

"There, I think that will do!" said Harry Wharton. "Temple can't help being a funny ass; but I'm sure he doesn't feel so funny now. Do you, Temple?"

"Yow-ow-ow! Wooooogh!"

"All kick together!" said the captain of the Remove. "Ha, ha, ha!" Dusty and dishevelled, Temple & Co. fled frantically from lunging feet. Undoubtedly Cecil Reginald Temple wished that he had not been quite so funny.

The Famous Five walked into the tuckshop. Several fellows were there, dealing with ginger-pop and ices. Among them was Horace Coker, of the Fifth Form, with Potter and Greene.

Some of the fellows were laughing, entertained by the scene in the doorway. Coker of the Fifth was frowning.

“Look here, you young sweeps, this is all very well!" said Coker, with a stern eye on the Famous Five.

"Hallo, hallo, hallo! What's biting you, Horace?" asked Bob Cherry.

"I don't want any cheek from you, Cherry!" roared Coker.

"Well, I don't want any from you, old bean,” said Bob mildly.

Coker wagged an admonitory forefinger at the Famous Five. Potter and Greene of the Fifth, exchanged a glance. Coker had been standing ices; and Potter and Greene had been standing Coker. But the ices were finished; and if Coker, as usual, was hunting for a row with a mob of fags, Potter and Greene had business elsewhere. They strolled to the door.

"From what I hear," said Coker, "there's stealing going on in your Form, Wharton. I understand that a banknote has been pinched."

"Gammon!" said Bob Cherry.

"Isn't it the case?" demanded Coker, staring at him.

"I mean it's gammon that you understand," explained Bob. "You don't understand anything, old bean. You haven't anything to do it with,"

"The understandfulness of the esteemed and idiotic Coker is not terrific," said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, shaking his head.

"You cheeky young sweeps!" Gasped Coker. "Look here, I can jolly well tell you that this sort of thing won't do. One of you young scoundrels in the Remove has been pinching. It's high time that the young scoundrel was found out and bunked. I don't know which of you it was–"

"You cheeky idiot!" exclaimed Johnny Bull.

"Shut up, Bull! Some fellow in the Remove is a pincher, and it may be one of you five, for all I know!" said Coker. “I can jolly well tell you that pinchers are not wanted at Greyfriars!”

“You howling ass—“

“Shut up, Cherry! If you’re the pincher—“
“I—I—I—“ stuttered Bob.

Well it’s one of you, and as likely to be you as any other of the young scoundrels," said Coker, "and I can jolly well tell you–"

"Pincher!" gasped Bob. "My hat! I'll jolly well show you whether I'm a pincher! Back up, you men!"

The Famous Five hurled themselves on Coker of the Fifth. Temple & Co. of the Fourth had asked for it, and received that for which they had asked. Now Coker was asking for it; and the chums of the Remove were not the fellows to say him nay.

"Here, chuck that!" bawled Coker. "You young rascals—yarooooh—you young sweeps—whoop—oh, my hat!"

Bump!

Horace Coker descended on the floor of the tuckshop with a mighty concussion.

"Yow-ow! Oh crumbs! Here, Potter, Greene—help—" spluttered Coker, as he struggled frantically in the clutch of five pairs of hands. But Potter and Greene were gone. It was Coker's way to put his head into a hornet's-nest, and when Coker did so he was welcome to all the hornets he woke up, so far as Potter and Greene were concerned. Potter and Greene were strolling equably across the quad, and if they heard the roar of Horace Coker, they passed it by like the idle wind which they regarded not.

Coker, sprawling on the tuckshop floor, struggled. But an arm and a leg had been captured by four juniors, and Coker was held fast. Bob Cherry, left at liberty while his comrades held the spluttering Coker, fastened a finger and thumb on Coker's prominent nose.

"Pinchers pinch!" explained Bob. "If I'm a pincher, old bean, you can't be surprised at my pinching! Here goes!" And he pinched. There was an agonised gurgle from Horace Coker. A yell of laughter came from the other fellows in the tuckshop. The hapless Horace made a desperate effort to tear himself loose. His nose felt as if it were enclosed in a steel vice. When it came to pinching noses, at least, there was no doubt that Bob Cherry was a hefty pincher!

Coker's effort was in vain. Wharton held his right arm, Nugent his left, Hurree Jamset Ram Singh and Johnny Bull had a leg each. Coker of the Fifth was helpless in the hands of the Amalekites. The grip on his nose was compressed, and Coker gurgled horribly.

"Groooooooooooogh!"

"Go ahead, you men," said Bob; "Coker says we're pinchers! Coker knows! Well, it's the business of pinchers to pinch."

"Ha, ha, ha!"

"Put some more life into it, Bull," said Bob cheerily. "We don't often get a chance like this. And you other fellows, too!"

"Yooooooooooooogh!" howled Coker, as the Famous Five pinched—each of them getting a finger-and-thumbful of Coker for the purpose.

"The pinchfulness is terrific," chortled Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.

"Ha, ha, ha!"

"Ow! Wow! Leggo!" yelled Coker. "Oh crikey! Oh gad! Oh crumbs! Leggo, you little beasts! Ow! Leave off pinching me! Yaroooooooooh!"

"My dear man, you must expect pinchers to pinch–”

"Ha, ha, ha!"

"Yow-ow-ow! Help!" yelled Coker. The hapless Fifth-Former felt as if lumps were being taken out of him. The Famous Five were pinching in deadly earnest. "Ow! Yow! Stoppit! Oh crikey! Ow!"

"Ha, ha, ha!"

Coker made a terrific effort and wrenched himself loose at last. He scrambled to his feet.

"Collar him!" yelled Bob.

Coker dodged to the doorway. It was frightfully undignified for a Fifth Form man to flee from juniors, mere fags of the Lower Fourth. But Coker forgot his dignity. He fled.

The Ninth Chapter.

Beastly for Bunter!

“YOU fat villain–”

"Oh, really, Cherry–”

"You pernicious porpoise–”

"Oh, really, Wharton–”

You benighted bandersnatch–”

"Oh, really, Nugent–"

" ‘Ware beaks!" murmured Johnny Bull; and the fellows who were addressing Billy Bunter at the door of the Remove Form room became silent.

It was morning, and the Remove were ready for their Form master; but Mr. Quelch did not seem quite ready for his Form. For once, Quelch was a few minutes late.

The Remove fellows had been filling in the time by telling William George Bunter what they thought of him. Many fellows in the Form knew, or at least felt sure, that Bunter was aware of what had become of the missing banknote. Harry Wharton & Co. believed that he had played an obtuse trick with it. Other fellows took less good-natured views.

Skinner had no doubt that Bunter had pinched it; Fisher T. Fish guessed that it was a cinch that the fat guy had corralled it for keeps. Anyhow, there was little doubt that Bunter could have elucidated the mystery had he liked.

The shadow of suspicion rested on the Remove. Temple, Dabney & Co. of the Fourth, and Coker of the Fifth, were not the only fellows who were chipping the Remove about it.

That very morning Hobson of the Shell had been funny on the subject; though it was true that Hobby was no longer feeling funny; he was feeling his nose to make sure that it was still there. It felt as if it wasn't, since Bob Cherry had punched it.

Plenty of other fellows chipped the Remove; and it was really impossible to serve all the noses at Greyfriars as Hobby's had been served. But it was useless to slang Bunter. Since he had learned that the banknote was supposed to have been stolen, Bunter had been too frightened to speak.

His one idea was to deny all knowledge of the matter; and to that he stuck like a limpet to a rock.

Indeed, after a lapse of time, Bunter had reason for fright. Mr. Quelch might have believed that Bunter had hidden the banknote for a practical joke on him. But he might have believed that Bunter had pinched it, and lost his nerve after wards.

In either case, the result would have been painful for Bunter. It was a licking for japing Quelch. It was the sack for pinching. Neither prospect had any real appeal for Bunter. Half a dozen of the Remove were going strong at the door of the Form-room, when Mr. Quelch appeared in sight, rustling up the passage. They ceased to slang Bunter at once.

Nobody really believed that Bunter was a thief, though all believed that he was an obtuse and exasperating ass. Not even Skinner or Fishy thought of giving him away to the powers.

So there was silence as Mr. Quelch arrived on the spot and opened the Form-room door for his Form.

Some of the fellows noticed that he gave the Owl of the Remove a grim, sharp look. They wondered whether Quelch had a special eye on Bunter.

It was well-known in the Lower Fourth that Quelch was a downy bird, and that fellows did not expect him to be permanently baffled by the mystery of the missing fiver.

"Quelchy's up to something, you men!" whispered the Bounder, as the juniors took their places. “I know that shine in his jolly old eye!”

"Looks as if he's going to bite!" agreed Bob.

"Silence!"

There was deep silence in the Form as Mr. Quelch rapped out the word. All eyes fixed on him.

Billy Bunter blinked at him with great uneasiness through his big spectacles. So far as the fatuous Owl could see, there was no evidence to connect him with the mysterious happening in Quelch's study on Tuesday. But he could not help feeling uneasy under Quelch's gimlet eye.

"Bunter!"

Mr. Quelch rapped out the name like a bullet.

"Oh lor'!" gasped Bunter.

"Bunter! Stand out before the Form."

"Quelchy's got him!" breathed Smithy; and some of the fellows nodded. They guessed now that Henry Samuel Quelch was on the trail.

Billy Bunter dragged his fat person unwillingly out before the Form. He blinked in dismal apprehension at the stern face of his Form master.

"If—if you please, sir, it—it wasn't me!" stammered Bunter.

"What? What was not you, Bunter?"

"Nothing, sir! I mean, anything!"

"Bunter! Calm yourself, and give me an explicit answer," said Mr. Quelch. "Were you in my study during my absence on Tuesday afternoon?"

"Oh, no, sir!"

"Where were you on Tuesday after class?"

Bunter made a mental effort. He did not think, of course, of telling the truth. That was always a very final resource with William George Bunter. A whopper was indicated. Bunter was not short of whoppers; but the fact was, he was spoilt for choice, as it were; having so many untruths to choose from. He had prepared several in case of need; but in the hour of need they were rather confused and mixed in his fat mind.

"I—I was in my study, sir!" he gasped.

"What were you doing in your study, Bunter?"

"I—I was talking to Toddy, sir."

"Will Todd bear out your statement, Bunter?"

"Oh lor'!" gasped Bunter. He realised that Toddy could not be relied upon to that extent. Toddy, for reasons unknown to Bunter and incomprehensible to him, did not deal in whoppers. "Yes, sir—I mean, no, sir! Now I come to think of it, sir, I—I wasn't in my study! I—I went for a walk down to Friardale, sir."

"You had better be careful of your statements, Bunter."

"Oh, yes, sir! I—I'm always careful, sir!" groaned Bunter. "I—I'm rather particular about telling the exact truth, sir."

"I instructed you, Bunter, to take your imposition to my study at half-past five that day," said Mr. Quelch. "You did not do this; your imposition, indeed, has not yet been handed to me. But did you go to my study?"

"Oh, no, sir!"

"Did you go to Masters' Passage at all?"

"Nowhere near it, sir! The—the minute classes were over I—I started for Courtfield–"

"For Courtfield?" exclaimed Mr. Quelch. "You have stated that you went to Friardale, which is in the opposite direction."

"I—I—I mean–”

"Well, what do you mean, Bunter?"

"I—I mean, I—I went to Courtfield by way of Friardale, sir! It was—was rather a long walk round, but—but I'm rather a demon for walking, sir."

"Bunter, reflect before you answer me, I ask you, once more, whether you went to Masters' Studies after class on Tuesday?"

"Never, sir!" gasped Bunter.

"Then how did it happen," asked Mr. Quelch, in a grinding voice, "that Mr. Hacker met you rushing away from that passage, between half-past five and six o'clock on that afternoon?"

"Oh crikey!" gasped Bunter.

The hapless Owl had completely forgotten that collision with the master of the Shell.

Bunter belonged to the class of persons who proverbially should have a good memory. But his memory was a very bad one. He could not even remember the untruths he told; though, as a matter of fact, a prodigious memory would have been required for such a feat as that.

"I have been making very extensive inquiries," said Mr. Quelch, "and Mr. Hacker, having remembered the circumstance, acquainted me with it this morning, Bunter."

The Remove understood now why Mr. Quelch had been late for class. Evidently the master of the Shell had stopped him on his way with that valuable piece of information.

"Mr. Hacker is certain," went on the Remove master, "that the incident occurred soon after half-past five on Tuesday afternoon. You were running from the direction of my study, and you collided with Mr. Hacker."

"I—I didn't, sir!"

"What?" roared Mr. Quelch.

"I—I—I mean, I—I never meant to run into him, sir!" gasped Bunter. "It was an accident, sir! I never saw him coming round the corner, sir! That's how it was!"

"Then you admit that you were there?"

"Oh, no, sir! I—I wasn't there!"

"What? You have just stated that you did not see Mr. Hacker coming
round the corner–"

"No, sir! Not—not being there, I—I couldn't, could I, sir?" gasped Bunter.

"Ha, ha, ha!"

"Silence!" hooted Mr. Quelch, in a formidable voice. "This obtuse boy's prevarications are no subject for merriment. Bunter, Mr. Hacker assures me that his remembrance of the incident is perfectly clear; and there is, consequently, no doubt whatever that you were in Masters' Passage at that time," "Oh crikey!"

"What were you doing there, Bunter?"

"I—I—I went there to—to—to–I mean, I—I was just taking a—a stroll, sir!" groaned Bunter. "I never went to your study, sir! I wasn't going to tell you that Toddy had used my impot to light the study fire, sir! I—I never thought of such a thing!"

"Bunter! You went to my study to make some excuse for not handing in your imposition at the time you were instructed to do so."

Bunter blinked at him in dismay.

He could not guess how Quelch knew this! It seemed like magic to Bunter.

"As you have denied having entered my study, and as you can have had only one reason for uttering falsehoods on the subject, I regard the matter as clear!" barked Mr. Quelch. "You were in the study when the banknote disappeared, and you have lied! Bunter, what did you do with the banknote?"

The Tenth Chapter
"Rats!"

BILLY BUNTER quaked. The Remove looked on breathlessly. Matters were coming to a climax now.

That Bunter bad been in the study when the banknote vanished had been known or suspected by all the Remove was known now to the Remove master, beyond the shadow of a doubt. Bunter was "for it,"

The fat Owl realised dismally that he was "for it." Only the truth could save him now—if it could save him! The truth was a last, a desperate resource with William George Bunter. He disliked trusting himself to such an unaccustomed resource. But there was no help for it now; and there was a horrid doubt as to whether even the truth would be believed.

A pin might have been heard to drop in the Form-room for a few moments. Then Mr. Quelch spoke again:

"Answer my question, Bunter! What have you to say?"

"Oh crikey!"

"It is established that you were in my study when the banknote, which I left lying on my desk, disappeared. It follows that you were responsible for its disappearance. Speak!"

"Ow!"

"You removed the banknote, Bunter!" "Oh dear!"

"If you have anything to say before I take you to your headmaster, to receive a sentence of expulsion from the school–"

"Yaroooh!"

"For the last time, Bunter–”

"I never pinched it!" howled Bunter, in dire terror." I—I ain’t a thief, sir! I told Wharton I never pinched it, sir! It was a jig–jig–jig–”

“It was what?"

"A jig - jig - joke, sir!" stuttered Bunter.

"A joke?" repeated Mr. Quelch.

"Oh dear! Yes, sir! I—I hid it, sir, just—just for a joke, sir!" groaned Bunter. "I—I thought it—it might amuse you, sir!"

"You—you—you thought it might amuse me!" gurgled Mr. Quelch.

"Yes, sir! I—I thought it—it might make you laugh, sir!"

"Bless my soul!"

"Ha, ha, ha!" came from the Remove.

Whether Bunter had hoped to amuse Mr. Quelch and make him laugh, or not, there was no doubt that he amused the Remove and made them laugh. They yelled.

"Silence!" exclaimed Mr. Quelch. "Bunter, is it possible that you are so stupid, so dense, so inexpressibly obtuse as to play foolish practical jokes with money?"

"Oh, yes, sir!" gasped Bunter. He did not mind being considered stupid, dense, and inexpressibly obtuse, so long as he was not sacked. "Oh, quite, sir!"

"I should be glad to believe your statement, Bunter," said Mr. Quelch.

"I should, of course, punish you with the greatest severity for daring to play a practical joke on your Form master–”

"Oh crumbs!"

"But such an offence, serious as it is, is light in comparison with a theft. I shall give you every opportunity to prove your statement. You state that you removed the banknote for the purpose of a practical joke."

"Oh dear! Yes, sir!" groaned Bunter.

"Then it is still in your possession. If you have made no attempt to change it I may be disposed to give some credit to your statement, incredible as it seems, that any boy in possession of his senses could be so stupid! Where is the banknote, Bunter?"

"I—I hid it, sir."

"Is it still in the hiding-place where you placed it?"

"I—I suppose so, sir."

"You have not removed it since?"

"Oh, no, sir!"

"No one else, I presume, could have found it, by chance–"

"Only—only you, sir."

"I!" exclaimed Mr. Quelch. "What do you mean, Bunter? Where did you conceal the banknote?"

"In your hat, sir."

"In—in—in my hat!" gasped Mr. Quelch.

"Ha, ha, ha!"

"Silence! Bunter, I warn you not to prevaricate! Do you seriously state that you concealed the banknote in a hat belonging to me?"

"Oh dear! Yes, sir!"

"I have several hats," said Mr. Quelch. "In which hat?"

"In your topper, sir.”

"Do you mean my silk hat, Bunter?"

"Yes, sir. Your best goffer, sir."

"My what?" articulated Mr. Quelch.

"I mean your Sunday tile, sir!" gasped Bunter. "Your topper, sir—the one you wear when you get yourself up!"

"Bunter! These extraordinary expressions!" Gasped Mr. Quelch. "Make yourself clear, Bunter! You went to my room–"

"Oh, no, sir! Your goffer—I mean, your tile—that is, your topper, sir, was on the table in the study–"

“I remember now that I had placed it there," said Mr. Quelch, with a nod. "And you state that you were foolish enough, obtuse enough, ridiculous enough, to place a banknote inside a hat?"

"Oh dear! Yes, sir!"

"If your statement is correct, Bunter, it is very remarkable that the banknote did not fall out when I placed the hat on my head."

"I stuck it under the lining, sir."

"Oh! In that case the banknote is doubtless still there," said Mr. Quelch. "An examination of the hat will prove the truth or falsity of your statement, Bunter."

Two fellows in the Remove exchanged a startled glance.

Skinner whistled softly, and Sidney James Snoop caught his breath.

Since his visit to the vicarage, on Tuesday, Mr. Quelch had had no occasion to sport the topper. He was quite unaware that anything had happened to it, not having opened the hat box.

Skinner and Snoop were aware that something had happened to it. In a crushed, concertina-like form they had left it reposing on the rubbish-heap near the village of Friardale.

"Wharton!" rapped out Mr. Quelch.

"Yes, sir!"

"Kindly go to my room and fetch the hatbox which you will find standing in the wardrobe."

"Certainly, sir!"

Harry Wharton left the Form-room.

The Remove waited breathlessly. Mr. Quelch's gimlet eyes fixed with a penetrating stare on Bunter.

Truth dwelt not in the Owl of the Remove. What did not dwell in him could not reasonably be expected to proceed from him. Moreover, it was difficult for Mr. Quelch to believe that any fellow, even Bunter, could be quite fool enough to play practical jokes with banknotes.

As the hat was now about to be brought into evidence, Bunter's statement was soon to be put to the test. Mr. Quelch hoped that it was true. He really yearned to believe that he had only to deal with a fool, and not with a rascal. He almost shuddered at the thought of proving that there was a thief in his Form. Gladly—very gladly—would he have welcomed proof that the whole thing had only been a fatuous, practical joke, though his gladness would not have prevented him from handing out to Bunter what he deserved for such a prank.

But he could not help having his doubts. He searched Bunter's fat face with his penetrating eyes. But, so far as he could see, Bunter was not worried at the prospect of the hat appearing on the scene. Apparently he expected the arrival of the topper to clear him from the terrible charge of theft.

Mr. Quelch felt relieved as he noted it. He could almost have forgiven Bunter for his fatuous folly and disrespect if it proved, after all, that no theft had taken place.

The Remove waited on tenterhooks. Few of the fellows doubted Bunter's statement. Even an ass like Bunter would hardly make a statement that could so soon and so easily be put to the test unless it was true.

Harry Wharton came back into the Form-room in a very few minutes. He had lost no time. The hatbox was in his hand.

He laid it on the Form master's desk.

"Thank you, Wharton!"

The captain of the Remove went back to his place.

Mr. Quelch stretched his hand to the hatbox. The Remove watched him—two of them, Skinner and Snoop, with quite a fascinated gaze.

The Form master lifted the lid.

Skinner suppressed a grin. Snoop suppressed a gasp.

Mr. Quelch stared into the hatbox.

"What—what? No hat appears to be here!" he exclaimed. "Someone has removed the hat from this box! Why, what—what—what–”

Mr. Quelch broke off, stuttering. From the empty hatbox he drew a card. He held it up. He stared at it. All the Remove stared at it. There was a general gasp. Every eye in the Form-room read that word that was inscribed in large capital letters on the card from the hatbox. It was a single word—an expressive word—a word in quite common use in the Remove:

"RATS!"

Mr. Quelch's face turned a deep crimson in colour. He was spellbound. He had been insulted—there was no other word for it—insulted by a member of his own Form.

The Eleventh Chapter.
The Benefit of the Doubt!

Mr. QUELCH stared at the card in silence. He seemed bereft of the power of speech. The Removites gazed at it and at him. The pause was brief, but it seemed to the juniors ages long. It was fraught with horror. Mr. Quelch found his voice at last. "Bless my soul!" he said faintly. "Oh, my only hat!" breathed Bob Cherry. "Some follows do ask for it, don't they? That awful idiot!"

"The frightful ass!" muttered Wharton.

"The terrific chump!" Mr. Quelch's eyes turned on Bunter. There was a deadly gleam in them. "Bunter, you did this!" Bunter jumped.

"I, sir? Oh, sir! No, sir! I—I've never seen that before, sir!" he gasped, in terror. "I—I didn't, sir! I wasn't—I—I never–"

"The hat," said Mr. Quelch, "has been removed from this box! This impertinent card has been left in its place. Of its disrespect, its insolence, I will not speak now." Mr. Quelch laid the card on his desk. "The hat is gone! Bunter, what have you done with the hat that was kept in this box?"

"I—I—I never–" babbled the Owl of the Remove.

"You stated that the missing banknote was concealed in the hat. On investigation it proves that the hat is missing. Wretched boy, have you abstracted the hat in the hope that your ridiculous story cannot, in consequence, be disproved?"

Bunter's fat knees knocked together. His little round eyes almost bulged through his spectacles.

The absence of the topper had taken the wretched Owl utterly by surprise. He had resigned himself to the prospect of a licking for a practical joke on his Form master. He had relied on the production of the hat to prove that it had been nothing worse. And now the hat was gone!

Mr. Quelch's gimlet eyes seemed to bore into him.

Bunter, after a series of incredible whoppers, had told the truth. But it looked as if the truth, in this case, was only one more whopper.

Only the discovery of the banknote in the hat could have substantiated Bunter's statement and cleared him. And the hat was gone! The hapless Owl gave a dismal groan. "Bunter, tell me the truth!" rumbled Mr. Quelch. "You have abstracted the hat from this box and made away with it, hoping that I should believe your statement that the banknote was concealed in it!"

"Ow! Oh, no, sir! Oh crikey!" wailed Bunter. "I never knew the hat wasn't there, sir! I never knew–"

"Do you deny having abstracted the hat?"

"Ow! Yes, sir! Certainly!"

"Do you adhere to your statement that you concealed the banknote under the lining of the hat?"

"Oh dear! Yes!" groaned Bunter. "It—it's the truth, sir! I—I hope you can take my word, sir!"

"You imagine, Bunter, that I can take your word after you have told me a series of falsehoods?" exclaimed Mr. Quelch.

The wretched Owl groaned. Lying had never proved really useful to Bunter in his career as an Ananias. Now it had landed him in a fearful scrape. Even Bunter realised that only a Form master of a particularly trusting nature could have taken his word in the circumstances.

"Bunter Where is the banknote you removed from my study?"

"In—in your hat, sir."

"Where is the hat, Bunter?"

"I—I—I don't know, sir."

Mr. Quelch compressed his lips hard.

"You are wasting my time, Bunter, and endeavouring, by an accumulation of falsehoods, to cover up your guilt. I will listen to nothing further from you. I can only conclude–"

"If you please, sir–" Harry Wharton rose in his place.

"May I speak, sir?"

Mr. Quelch glanced round at him. "You may speak if you know anything about this matter, Wharton—not otherwise!" he rapped. His manner was not encouraging.

"I think I ought to say, sir, that I believe Bunter is telling the truth about having the banknote," said Harry steadily. "I don't know what's become of the hat, sir—but the banknote–"

"Were you a party to the trick Bunter played in my study?"

"Oh, my hat! I—I mean, oh, no!" Gasped Wharton. "But—but Bunter's a born idiot–"

"What?"

"I—I mean, everybody in the Remove knows what a silly idiot he is!" said Wharton desperately."He hasn't any sense, sir—not as much sense as a bunny-rabbit! Most of us knew that he had been playing some trick in your study, sir—I jolly well knew on Tuesday that he had–"

"Same here, sir!" said Bob Cherry.

"The knowfulness was terrific, honoured sahib!" exclaimed the Nabob of Bhanipur. "All our esteemed and absurd selves shared the general knowfulness."

"We all knew, sir," said Frank Nugent.

"Bunter as good as said so, sir!" said Johnny Bull. "The silly idiot thought it funny sir!"

The Famous Five spoke up as one man. That Bunter had played an idiotic trick, for which he deserved a sound licking, they were aware; but they were sure that he had not stolen the banknote. And they felt it their duty to testify the same.

Mr. Quelch was evidently impressed.

"Wharton, if you are sure of what you say–"

"Perfectly certain, sir," said the captain of the Remove. Bunter played a fool trick, and we all guessed it; but it was nothing worse. I'm absolutely certain that he never touched the banknote meaning to keep it."

Mr. Quelch pursed his lips. He had faith in the judgment, and in the character, of his head boy. Also, he was very anxious indeed for the mysterious affair to turn out something less serious than a theft.

"I am bound to take note of what you say, Wharton," he said at last. "I shall not take Bunter to the headmaster at present; I shall not adjudge him guilty of theft and deserving of expulsion. The matter will remain in abeyance for a time, while a search is made for the hat. If Bunter has not removed it, to give colour to his story, someone else has done so, and it may be found."

He turned to the trembling Owl again.

"Bunter! For the present the matter will stand over, while further inquiry is made. You rest under the suspicion of theft, and unless your innocence can be proved, you will be expelled from Greyfriars. But for the present you are given the benefit of the doubt—such doubt as there may be. Go to your place.

Billy Bunter groaned and limped back to his place.

First lesson began in the Remove-room—very late! The whole matter was shelved for the present

Obviously, that could not last long.

Unless the missing hat was found with the banknote tucked away behind the lining, Bunter was "for it." His word was worth nothing—only proof of his statement could clear him, and proof could only be found if the hat was found. The hapless Owl realised that his chance was slim; and from the bottom of his fat heart he repented of his fatuous folly. But repentance, as is usually the case, came too late.

Morning lessons were like a nightmare to Billy Bunter When he rolled out in break his fat face was clouded, his fat brow wrinkled.

But for once Billy Bunter did not loaf and lounge through break. He was busy—very busy! Up and down and round about the school went Bunter, asking every fellow he met if he knew anything of a missing topper! A top-hat, after all, was an article big enough to be seen—and it must be somewhere!

Bunter was feverishly anxious to find that hat.

But nobody seemed to have seen a top-hat anywhere! Bunter could get no news of the missing "tile" Mr. Quelch's best hat seemed to have vanished into space as mysteriously as Mr. Quelch's banknote.

The Twelfth Chapter.
Gone!

"SKINNER, old man–"breathed Snoop.

“Don't be an ass!"

Snoop looked at him. 

"We've got to do something!" he muttered.

"We've got to keep our mouths shut," answered Skinner calmly." You saw what Quelch looked like, when he got that card out of his hatbox. What do you think would happen to the fellows who larked with his jolly old topper if he found them out?"

"A Head's flogging, I suppose," said Snoop, licking his dry lips. "But—we can't leave it where it is, Skinner. Bunter says–"

"Do you believe a word he says?"

Snoop stared.

"Then—you don't?" he ejaculated.

"Not a giddy syllable! Doesn't he always tell the first lie that comes into his head when he's in a scrape?"

"Well, yes; but–"

"He never put that banknote into Quelchy's hat! Rot!" said Skinner. "He bagged it, of course."

"I don't believe he bagged it!" muttered Snoop. "He's a potty ass, but he's not a thief! Look here, Skinner, I don't believe you really believe that Bunter stole the fiver!"

Skinner shrugged his shoulders.

"Well, he shouldn't have monkeyed with it," he said. "A follow who monkeys with money, must naturally expect to be suspected of pinching it. Anyhow, we don't come in. Suppose we owned up about the hat and bagged a Head's flogging, what good would that do Bunter?"

"We've got to find the hat. If the banknote's tucked in it, as Bunter says–"

"How can we find the hat, ass? We chucked it away on a rubbish heap."

"It—it may be still there! Nobody's likely to have picked it up, after what you did to it."

"I suppose it's possible," admitted Skinner. "Tramps go rooting over that rubbish-heap often enough, looking for odds-and-ends, but I suppose a tramp wouldn't want a smashed topper. But suppose it's there–"

"Well, we can find it–"

"And take it back to Quelch?"

"Yes, of course."

"And how are you going to account for knowing that it was there?" sneered Skinner. "Bunter's going up and down the school, asking for it; but that rubbish-heap at the village isn't exactly the place one would look in for a hat that's missing from Greyfriars. What are you going to tell Quelch if you find it?"

"I—I don't care I I'll make up something!" said Snoop desperately. "We—we can say we saw it lying there, and—and recognised it as Quelchy's tile, or something. We can't leave Bunter to it, if he's telling the truth."

"He isn't," said Skinner.

"Well, I believe he is; it's just the potty thing that fat idiot would do. Look here, we can sneak out in break and cut down to the village–"

"You can if you like," said Skinner. "I'm not asking for a whopping!"

Snoop set his lips.

"You'll come, too, and help," he said, "and if you jolly well don't, I'll jolly well go to Wharton, now, and tell him how the matter stands, and ask him to come and help find the hat."

You silly ass!" said Skinner, breathing hard. "You know we've got to keep it dark. The fiver's not in the hat—Bunter was lying as usual. Still, I'll come and help you look for it, if you like."

"You'd better!" grunted Snoop.

In break, the fellows were not supposed to go out of gates. But it was not difficult to slip out quietly by way of the old Cloisters; and Skinner and Snoop were soon outside the walls and going down Friardale Lane at a run.

There was no time to lose if they were to be back for third school. They kept on the run till the village came in sight.

"Here we are!" grunted Skinner ungraciously. "Ten to one the thing isn't here now. But here we are, you dummy!"

They passed through a gap in a hedge, into the patch of waste ground that was adorned by the rubbish-heap. That heap had accumulated for years; and it was like Sam Weller's knowledge of London—extensive and peculiar. Every kind and variety of refuse was stacked there, from old kettles and disused pots and pans to decaying cabbage-stumps and potato-peelings and pea-shucks.

The removal of refuse was not one of the local industries. As in so many English villages, rubbish was disposed of precisely as in the days of the Druids. No doubt, in distant future ages, antiquarians would learn a lot of the habits of the twentieth century from the Friardale rubbish-heap, just as scientists of the present day learn much—and imagine more—from the rubbish-heaps of past generations.

Such scientific investigators of the distant future, might learn a lot about the kettles and pots and pans used in Friardale, about their jugs and their bottles and jars. But they were likely to learn nothing about the headgear worn at the neighbouring school by members of the staff. For the crushed topper had disappeared.

Skinner and Snoop scrambled over the sprawling heaps of refuse, kicking pots and kettles out of the way, disturbing cabbage-stumps and potato-peelings that smelt very unpleasantly in the hot sun—disinterring beer bottles and cracked jugs and ancient boots and shoes. But there was no sign to be seen of the battered topper that Skinner had thrown there the previous afternoon.

Minute followed minute—and time was precious. Skinner's temper was growing more and more savage; Snoop was excited and worried.

"Well, it's not here!" snarled Skinner at last.

"But where can it be?" gasped Snoop. "It wasn't worth anybody's while to bag it."

We know that!"

"Well, then, it must be about somewhere–"

"You can see that it isn't!" snarled Skinner. "Some tramp may have bagged it—might have punched it into shape, to sell for a copper or two. Anyhow, it's gone. Some kid may have picked it up. It's not here."

Snoop stared miserably over the rubbish-heap.

Ancient deposits on that heap were covered, and hidden, by new deposits. But that could scarcely have, happened to an article dropped there only the day before.

The hat was gone!

Tramps and vagrants often rooted over the rubbish, in search of discarded articles that still had some use in them, or of beer bottles that could be sold for a trifle. Some such vagrant, no doubt, had seen the crushed topper and annexed it; though if he had taken it to wear he must certainly have been very badly in need of a hat!

Anyhow, it was gone!

Skinner looked at his watch and gave an angry snort.

"Let's get back! It's gone, you moonstruck ass! We've barely time to get in for third school; and if we're late, and Quelch asks you where you've been, are you going to tell him?"

Snoop nodded.

"Let's go." he agreed. "We—we've done all we can. After all, Bunter may have been telling lies. Let's get back."

They scrambled into the lane again and started for Greyfriars at a run. They reached the school breathless, and were barely in time to join the Remove going to the Form-room for third school.

In third school that morning Billy Bunter had a dismal countenance. But he was probably not feeling more worried than Snoop.

Skinner had plenty of fortitude, in the matter of bearing the troubles of others. He was chiefly concerned for his own skin, and his view was that if Bunter really had been such an idiot as he claimed, he could jolly well take the consequences. Snoop had less indifference and less nerve, and he wished from the bottom of his heart that Quelch's topper had never been meddled with.

Still, it did not seem useful, even to the wretched Bunter, for a confession to be made. The hat was gone, and a licking for Skinner and Snoop would not bring it back. Only the finding of the hat, with a banknote hidden in it, could clear Bunter; and the hat was not to be found.

Skinner took the view—he was determined to take the view—that Bunter had been lying, as usual, and that the missing fiver was not in the hat at all. Snoop could not take that view, or persuade himself that he did.

But the hat was gone—possibly adorning the frowsy head of some tramp. There was nothing to be done, and Snoop kept his own counsel.

The Thirteenth Chapter.
Hatless!

“I SAY, you fellows!"

"Cut off!" snapped Coker of the Fifth.

"But, I say, have you seen a hat?" Coker frowned, and Potter and Greene grinned. It was after dinner, and after dinner—especially on a hot day—it was the happy custom of William George Bunter to seek a quiet spot and rest his weary, fat limbs in luxurious idleness.

Bunter was departing from his happy custom now. He was busy.

He was not merely busy, he was tireless, and seemed bursting with energy. Up and down and round about, Billy Bunter was seeking a missing hat.

On the discovery of that hat his fate depended.

If that hat was found, with the banknote tucked under the inner lining, Bunter was saved. If the hat remained missing. Bunter himself was going to be missing—shortly.

Never had Bunter yearned for the sight of a cake, a pie, a pudding, as he yearned for a sight of that hat.

The beginning and the end of his fat thought concentrated on the top-hat of Henry Samuel Quelch, his respected Form master.

Somebody, it was clear, had bagged that hat from Quelch's room, leaving a disrespectful message in its place, for a lark! There was no other explanation of its disappearance.

Bunter strongly disapproved of such larks! He wondered how any fellow could be idiot enough to play practical jokes on his Form master!

He had asked every fellow in the Remove, not once but many times; but no fellow admitted knowing anything about the vanished hat.

He asked every man at Greyfriars, from the Sixth to the Second, whether he had seen a top-hat lying about anywhere.

Nobody had seen a top-hat lying about anywhere.

"I say, you fellows," said Bunter, almost tearfully, blinking at Coker & Co. through his big spectacles, "I say, if you've seen a hat–"

"Ha, ha, ha!" roared Potter and Greene.

"Blessed if I see anything to cackle at! I say, I'm going to be bunked if I can't find that blessed hat!" groaned Bunter.

"And a jolly good thing, too," said Horace Coker. "Do you think we want pinchers at Greyfriars, you fat freak?”

"Why, you beast–"

"Think anybody believes a word of it?" snorted Coker. "If you want that hat you'd better go and look where you hid it."

"Those who hide can find, you know," grinned Potter.

"Why not think of a better yarn?" asked Greene. "From what I hear you're the biggest liar in the Remove. Well, you ought to be able to think of a better one than that."

"It's the limit," said Coker. "Pinching banknotes, and pinching a man's hat! He'll be pinching a fellow's socks next! Kick him!"

"Yarooooh!"

Billy Bunter departed hastily.

He was in the gloomiest of spirits. Not only did no one afford him any information with regard to the vanished tile, but hardly anybody believed that he was really looking for it. The inevitable fate of all liars had come home to Bunter. When he told the truth he found no believers.

His desire to find that hat was deep and earnest, and almost frantic. But it did not convince other fellows.

He had pinched the banknote; he had pretended that he had hidden it in the hat for a joke, having taken care that the hat should be missing when investigation was made. That was how most of the fellows looked at it; and really, it was difficult to see how else they could have looked at it.

So Bunter's frantic search for the hat met with more laughter than sympathy or assistance. Harry Wharton & Co., and some other Remove fellows, comforted Bunter by their belief in his almost incredible story, and helped to hunt for the hat. But that did not comfort Bunter very much, as the hat was not to be found.

Bunter was tireless in the search. He seemed to have forgotten that he was fat and lazy and slack. Even Fisher T. Fish, who prided himself on being a live wire, was not so bursting with push and go and vim and pep as Bunter was that warm August afternoon.

In all likely and unlikely places Bunter hunted for that hat. He asked juniors and fags, Fifth Form men, and even Sixth Form prefects, whether they had seen a hat about. His search for the hat was soon a standing joke. When he was seen coming fellows would call out to him encouragingly.

"Look in the Head's study, Bunter."

"Ask Quelch whether lie's popped it and lost the ticket?"

Bunter could not help feeling that this was frightfully heartless. The fellows did not even seem to realise that if the hat was not found they were going to lose Bunter. Perhaps they did not care if they did lose Bunter I

The Owl of the Remove was tired in class that afternoon. His uncommon exertions had told on him. He was too tired to give much attention to Mr. Quelch. Besides, he was not thinking of Latin prose but of missing top-hats!

Fortunately, Mr. Quelch passed him over. He hardly seemed to notice that Bunter was in the class at all.

That was agreeable, in its way. Bunter hated work, and he hated learning anything, and he would have liked Quelch to keep this up permanently. But he realised, with a shudder, the true cause of Quelch's indifference. Quelch looked on him already as no longer a member of the Form. Quelch had taken it as a settled thing that Bunter was to go! That was awful!

After class Bunter rolled out of the Form-room and resumed a dismal and despairing search for a missing top-hat.

There was hardly a corner of Greyfriars in which Bunter had not rooted after that hat by this time. He had been kicked out of innumerable studies into which he had penetrated in search of the hat. He had blinked and sneezed under many chimneys, into which he had desperately stared. He had emerged from coal cellars looking like a sweep. He had gathered dust and spiders in box-rooms and disused garrets. And it was all in vain!

He rolled into Study No. 7 at tea-time, crimson and breathless and dismal and desperate. Peter Todd eyed him curiously, and made no objection when Bunter bagged the whole of the cake that Toddy had provided for tea. This looked as if even Peter did not expect his fat study-mate to share Study No. 7 much longer.

"I say. Toddy, old chap!" said Bunter, with his mouth full of cake. "I say, old man, I can't find that beastly hat."

"Where did you put it?" asked Toddy.

"Oh, you beast!" groaned Bunter. “Do you really think I know where that putrid hat is, Toddy?"

"Blessed if I know," said Toddy candidly. "Can't possibly believe a word you say you see. As you say you don't know anything about the jolly old tile, it looks as if you do."

" Beast!”

"Anyhow, it's a jolly queer coincidence that the hat happens to be missing," said Toddy.

"Some beast has been larking with if, Toddy!" groaned Bunter. "Lots of fellows would do it to get back on Quelch for his rotten temper. Fancy a beast playing a trick like that and not owning up, you know!"

"As bad as larking with a banknote!" agreed Toddy.

"Oh, really, Toddy!" Bunter blinked round the table. "Any more cake, old chap?"

"You've had the lot! There's some biscuits," said Toddy kindly. "Wire into them. I dare say it's the last time you'll feed here,"

"Oh, you awful beast!" groaned Bunter However, he wired into the biscuits. If it was his last feed in Study No. 7 it was as well to make the most of it. "I say, Toddy, you're my pal, you know, and I want you to help me out. I've done a lot for you, Toddy, old chap, haven't I?"

"Not that I remember."

"Well, I've put up with you in the study," said Bunter. "I'd have asked you to Bunter Court for the hols, if you'd been a bit better class, but, of course, there's a limit. Still, you can't deny that I've been pally with you here, and never been down on you because your father's a measly solicitor, and I've never really thought that you looked a frightful freak, Toddy! I may have said so, but it was only my fun—just innocent fun, Toddy."

Peter Todd looked fixedly at Bunter. His hand strayed in the direction of a cricket stump. But ho withdrew it.

"After all I've done for you, old chap, you're bound to stand by me," said Bunter. "Look here, Toddy, some beast has bagged Quelchy's topper and put it somewhere for a jape on Quelch. Look here, I want you to own up–"

Peter Todd jumped.

"Eh? What? Own up to what?"
"Bagging Quelchy's topper," explained Bunter. "You go to him and own up in a frank and manly way, you know."

"But I never touched his topper! yelled Peter.

"For goodness' sake, Toddy, keep to the point," said Bunter peevishly. "You go and own up to Quelch. Tell him you bagged the topper, and—and burned it, and—and mention that you noticed the banknote in it at the time. See?"

"Oh crumbs!" said Peter.

"Quelch will take your word," said Bunter. "If he wants you to make the fiver good I'll find the money. I'm expecting a postal order–"

"Ye gods!" said Peter.

"Leave that to me," said Bunter hopefully. “The chief thing now is to convince. Quelch that the banknote really was in the hat. It's pretty awful, Toddy, but he doesn't take my word! He doesn't trust me, Toddy."

"D-d-doesn't he?" moaned Peter Todd. "Now, I wonder why Quelch doesn't trust you, Bunter? You're so trustworthy! So truthful!"

"Yes, old chop, but Quelch doesn't see it," said Bunter sorrowfully. "You needn't mind telling Quelch a crammer or two, old chap."

“Oh, needn't I?" said Peter.

“No, old fellow! After all, you're not so particular about such things as I am, said Bunter.

"Oh, fan me" murmured Peter.

"Well, will you do it?" asked Bunter hopefully. "Quelch will take your word, Peter. Swear that the banknote was in the topper when you burned it. He's bound to be satisfied with that. I—I—I say. Toddy, what are you going to do with that stump, old chap?”

"Guess!" said Peter.

"Yarooooooh!"

It did not take Bunter long to guess!

Peter got in two licks with the stump before the fat Owl got out of the study.

"Beast!" yelled Bunter, from the passage.

After which, the Owl of the Remove resumed the weary search for the top-hat! He realised bitterly that he had nothing to expect from Peter Todd—after all he had done for him! Nothing at all, except a lick from a cricket stump!

Greyfriars echoed once more to the weary footsteps of Billy Bunter searching for a hat, and to the question which every fellow in the school had now heard at least five or six times:

"I say, you fellows, have you seen a hat?"

The Fourteenth Chapter.
Whose Hat?

“SPARE a copper, sir!" "Great pip!"

Harry Wharton & Co. stared. They were taking a stroll in the leafy lanes after class when that familiar voice greeted their ears.

At a corner where a lane leading to Redclyffe turned off Friardale Lane there was a patch of grass and a signpost.

At the foot of the post, leaning back against it for support, was a tattered, frowsy, unwashed, unshaven gentleman.

The chums of the Remove had seen that gentleman before.

It was Mr. Walker, alias Honest Walker, the tramp who had desired to relieve them of their spare cash on the towpath by the Sark a few days ago.

Mr. Walker was as tattered, as unwashed, as frowsy as ever; but there was one change in Mr. Walker. His ancient boater, as the juniors remembered, had floated away in. the river and sunk, and the walking gentleman had been hatless when he disappeared over the horizon. Now he was hatted once more! He had found a hat, and, judging by its looks, he had found it as he had found his previous headgear—on a rubbish-heap.

It was dented, damaged, and dismal. Still, it was rather a striking hat to be worn by a gentleman in Mr. Walker's circumstances, for it was a silk hat.

Silk-hatted tramps were rare; indeed, the chums of Greyfriars had never seen one before. Still, they did not suppose that it was swank that led Mr. Walker to sport a topper. Obviously, he had picked up that hat, and equally obviously it was worth nobody else's while to pick it up. Once, and perhaps not long ago, it had been a handsome hat. But it had been stamped on, crushed almost out of all semblance to a hat since then.

Mr. Walker, apparently, had punched it out to resemble a hat again. It was recognisable as a hat—even as a silk hat. But cavities yawned in it—dents and gashes and rents. It did not look at all swanky. It looked horrid. Still, it was a hat, and it shaded the frowsy head of Mr. Walker from the blaze of the sun, and in the absence of any other hat it had doubtless come to Mr. Walker as a boon and a blessing.

Mr. Walker, resting his weary limbs against the signpost, had been half-asleep. Perhaps looking for work had tired him. His search for work had been unsuccessful; or rather, from Mr. Walker's point of view, successful; he had not found any.

As the schoolboys came sauntering by, Mr. Walker, tired as he was, found energy enough to sit upright and touch the battered topper with a dirty hand in respectful salute, while he requested them to spare a copper.

Apparently he did not recognise them for the moment as the cheery party he had met by the river, and who had given him a much-needed but wholly undesired wash.

"Spare a copper, gents!" said Mr. Walker. "A few coppers, to 'elp a bloke on his way, sir! I'm looking for work, sir–"

"Not looking for a wash?" asked Bob Cherry genially. Mr. Walker gave a violent start. His beady eyes fixed quickly on the juniors; and now he knew them. "You!" he ejaculated. "Little us!" smiled Bob. Mr. Walker jerked himself from his sitting posture. Ho backed round the signpost, eyeing the Famous Five warily.

His impression, when he had first seen that cheery Co., was that he could handle those schoolboys quite easily. That impression had been corrected. Mr. Walker no longer believed that he could handle the Famous Five.

What he was worrying about was that they might handle him. He was aware that there were harsh, unfeeling laws in existence on the subject of extorting money by threats, and Mr. Walker hated the idea of being handed over to a policeman.

He had seen the inside of many prisons, but he did not like any of them. In prison, a bloke had to wash. There were other disadvantages, such as the absence of strong spirits. Altogether, Mr. Walker disliked what he called "chokey." He preferred to roam the open spaces looking for work. Work, after all, was scarce; and he was in no great danger of landing a job.

"Ere, you keep off!" said Mr. Walker. "Don't you get laying 'ands on a bloke! I ain't never seed you afore."

"Wouldn't touch you with a bargepole, old bean," said Johnny Bull. "You're not nice to touch, you know."

"The nicefulness is not terrific, my esteemed dishonest Walker," said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.

"Come on," said Nugent. "We're not washing that chap again."

Harry Wharton was looking very curiously at Mr. Walker.

"Hold on a minute!" he said.

The Co. held on. The captain of the Remove stepped a little nearer to Mr. Walker, and that honest gentleman stepped back promptly.

" 'Ands off!" he snapped.

"What the thump–" asked Bob Cherry, puzzled.

"I'd like to know where the man got that hat," said Harry.

"What the merry thump does it matter?" exclaimed Bob in astonishment. "Looks as if he found it in a ditch."

"Wot you getting at!" demanded Mr. Walker indignantly. "You think I've pinched this 'ere ‘at? Why, blow me pink, if I'd pinched a ‘at, do you think I'd pinch a blooming tile like this 'ere? I wouldn't be found dead in it if I could pinch a 'at. A bloke don't get a chance to pinch a 'at, s'help me!"

The juniors grinned. They had no doubt that after Mr. Walker had lost his "boater" he had sorted over all the neighbouring rubbish heaps in search of a hat. Probably he had been annoyed at finding only a discarded and dismantled topper. Obviously, he would have preferred anything else in the shape of a hat. But it was a case of any port in a storm.

But Wharton was interested in the hat. Battered and bruised and beaten as it was, he could see that it was not really an old hat. It looked like a good hat that had received very hard usage.

It was uncommon, to say the least, to find a tramp in a silk-hat. And a silk-hat was missing from Greyfriars School, half a mile away! The captain of the Remove was going through the simple process of putting two and two together.

"Look here, what–" began Johnny Bull impatiently.

"Where did you got that hat, my man?" asked Harry Wharton quietly.

"Found it!" snorted Mr. Walker. "Think I give three blooming guineas for it at Lincoln and Bennetts?"

"Well, let me look at it," said Wharton. He made a step nearer to Mr. Walker, and Mr. Walker made a simultaneous step backward. Mr. Walker was what he would have called a "fly cove," and he was not going to get within reach. He was too “fly" to let this young cove collar him on pretence of looking at the hat.

"Oh crumbs!" exclaimed Bob Cherry, suddenly understanding. "You think–"

"Quelch's topper is missing," said Harry. "Toppers are much alike, but that looks like Quelch's topper, only it's been damaged."

"Dash it all, that frowsy bounder can't have pinched anything from the school," said Johnny Bull. "He couldn't–"

"Whoever bagged Quelch's hat may have chucked it outside the school," said Harry. "In fact, it's pretty certain that he did, or Bunter would have found it by now. He's rooted all over Greyfriars."

"That's so," agreed Bob. "Great pip! Talk about Sherlock Holmes!

Here we're elucidating the Mystery of, the Missing Topper!" 

"Ha, ha, ha!"

Wharton moved towards the tramp again. Mr. Walker retreated warily. Harry's comrades followed him up now, and Mr. Walker was very wary indeed. He was not going to be collared and handed over to a policeman—not if he knew it!

"Look here, my man," said Harry." We're not going to touch you–"

"I'm goin' to see that you don't!" agreed Mr. Walker,

"I want to look at that hat. If it's the one that's been missed by a master at our school it will have initials in it," said Harry. "I shall know it at once."

'"Look at my eye!" said Mr. Walker.

"Eh?”

"See any green in it?" inquired Mr. Walker. “You silly ass!"

"Looks like a schoolmaster's 'at, don't it?" said Mr. Walker derisively. "It was that squashed and squelched when I picked it off the rubbish-heap yesterday, you'd have taken it for a concertina. Blow me pink, if I couldn't 'ave played a tune on it! 'Arf an hour, I was, knocking it out and makin' it look something like a 'at agin!"

"Somebody bagged our Form master's hat and chucked it away," explained Wharton. "We want to get it back."

"Well, for a well-dressed young bloke, you're a pretty good liar, ain't you?" said Mr. Walker. "Mean to say your schoolmaster would want this 'at back? Look at it!"

It was not surprising, perhaps, that Mr. Walker was sceptical. Looking at the hat, nobody would have supposed that its previous owner could possibly want it track. Even Mr. Walker was not proud of it.

Wharton could not explain that he suspected that a banknote for five pounds was hidden under the lining inside the hat. That explanation would not have caused Mr. Walker to hand over the hat for examination. It would have caused him to start for the next county at top speed, hat and all.

Wharton moved a little nearer. Carefully and cautiously Mr. Walker backed away. He was a wary bird, was Honest Walker. His way of life had taught him caution; and his original nature had never been trustful.

"Look here–" exclaimed Wharton impatiently, "we're not going to bag you and run you in, you silly owl!"

"Not if I knows it you ain't. Not by a 'ole 'eap!" said Mr. Walker.

"I want that hat. I'll give it back to you when I've looked at it if it isn't the hat I want. And if it is I'll give you half-a-crown for it. You can get a better one at the price. Now– Stop him!"

Mr. Walker, after one more backward stride, had suddenly turned and taken to his heels.

He was not, as a rule, an energetic gentleman. But he could run! He could put on speed when he ran. He had had some practice in this line, for on many occasions police-constables had desired the company of Mr. Walker, and he had always been coy and shy about it. On such occasions Mr. Walker had shown a retiring nature—retiring as fast as his legs could carry him.

Now he put up quite a creditable speed.

"After him!" gasped Wharton.

"Tally-ho!" roared Bob Cherry.

After the retiring Mr. Walker rushed the Famous Five. Honest Walker glanced back, panting. He was tearing up the lane, towards Greyfriars School, as fast as his legs could go. After him tore the five Removites. One glance back was enough for Mr. Walker. He jammed the battered hat more firmly on his head and raced.

Not for an instant did Mr. Walker believe that the schoolboys only wanted to examine the hat. That was altogether too thin for a fly cove like Mr. Walker. They wanted to collar him and hand him over to the police, as he richly deserved; that was Mr. Walker's belief. And Mr. Walker flew.

"Put it on!" gasped Wharton.

Mr. Walker flew, and the Famous Five flew. But they did not gain an inch. Mr. Walker was desperate, and his tattered boots seemed hardly to touch the ground as he raced on. Pursued and pursuers swept up Friardale Lane towards the school, both going strong.

The Fifteenth Chapter.
At Last!

BEAST!" roared Billy Bunter. Mr. Quelch frowned. The Remove master was walking down to the gates when the dulcet tones of William George Bunter fell on his ears.

Mr. Quelch was going down to Friardale, to pay that little account in the village, which he had had to postpone on Tuesday, owing to the chattiness of Mr. Prout. He was not in a good temper. The missing fiver was still missing—and five pounds was not a small sum. Worse than the loss of the money, however, was the horrid feeling that there was a thief in his Form.

Bunter had been given the benefit of the doubt so far. But this could not last.

Mr. Quelch felt that he had to be driven to the conclusion that Bunter had taken that banknote and kept it. He longed to find some other solution, but no other solution was to be found.

Now, as he progressed towards the gates, he came on Billy Bunter, the centre of a circle of fellows—not an admiring circle. Temple, Dabney & Co. of the Fourth were entertaining themselves.

"Beast!" Bunter was roaring, his very spectacles gleaming with wrath. "I never pinched the fiver, Temple, you rotter! I hid it in Quelch's hat, and some beast has pinched Quelchy's hat–"

"Boys!" The deep voice of Mr. Quelch interrupted the proceedings.

“Oh, my hat! 'Ware beaks!" gasped Temple. And the heroes of the Fourth faded out of the picture with startling suddenness.

Billy Bunter blinked dolorously at his Form master. The wretched Owl was in the depths of woe.

"I say, sir, I—I can't find that hat, sir!" groaned Bunter. "I—I—I suppose you don't know where it is, sir?"

"I" ejaculated Mr. Quelch.

"I—I suppose you haven't popped it, sir, and—and forgotten?" said Bunter hopefully. Mr. Quelch gazed at him. His gaze was terrifying, and it caused the fat junior to fade away. The Remove master walked on to the gates. Bunter, in the lowest of spirits, resumed the weary quest of the missing hat. Mr. Quelch walked out with a thoughtful, frowning brow. This state of affairs could not continue. The banknote had been taken by Bunter, and his absurd explanation could not be accepted. That was the thought in Mr. Quelch's mind as he walked down the lane towards Friardale.

But Bunter and banknotes were driven suddenly from Mr. Quelch's mind as a startling scene burst on his gaze half-way along the lane to the village.

Up the lane came a running figure—a remarkable figure—a tattered vagrant, whose head was adorned by a battered silk-hat! Whooping on his track came five members of Mr. Quelch's Form. The Remove master stopped and stared blankly. The fleeing Mr. Walker sighted him, but came on regardless. Naturally, he did not know that Mr. Quelch was the original owner of the hat that now adorned Mr. Walker's own frowsy head—he did not know anything about Mr. Quelch. He came tearing on, intending to pass him. But as the Famous Five sighted their Form master they shouted 

"Stop him!"

Mr. Quelch stared. He could only conclude that the running man had pilfered something, and that the schoolboys were in chase of a thief, there was no doubt that Mr. Walker looked the part.

If it was a case of "Stop thief!" Mr. Quelch was prepared to do his duty as a law-abiding citizen.

He stepped into the middle of the lane and held up his hand.

"Stop!" he commanded.

Before Mr. Quelch could realise it, Mr. Walker was on him, and as the Remove master blocked the way resolutely Mr. Walker met him in full career.

Henry Samuel Quelch went spinning from the shock. He sat down in Friardale Lane with a bump that almost shook the county of Kent.

"Oooooogh!" gasped Mr. Quelch.

Honest Walker staggered.

"Ow! Blow me pink!" he gasped. "Blow me pink and blue!"

The chums of the Remove fairly jumped on Mr. Walker. Harry Wharton grabbed the hat from his hand. The Co. sprawled over him.

"Owl Wow! Yooowoop!" spluttered Mr. Walker. "Let a cove alone! Gerroff! I ain't done nothing! Blow me pink!"

"I've got it!" gasped Wharton.

Mr. Walker struggled to his feet. Quite contrary to Mr. Walker's belief, it was the hat the juniors wanted, not the wearer thereof. Mr. Walker found himself released, and he immediately started for the horizon—without the hat!

The juniors surrounded Mr. Quelch; they grasped him, they helped him to his feet.

"Wharton! What does this mean?

What—what—what–" Mr. Quelch gasped. "Why were you pursuing that—that man? I concluded that he must have stolen something, but—but–"

“It's the hat, sir!"

"You have taken the man's hat! What do you mean by taking the man's hat, Wharton? What has the man done?"

“It is your esteemed and venerable hat, sir,” said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.

"My hat!" exclaimed Mr. Quelch. It sounded as if the sedate Form master was uttering a schoolboy-like ejaculation. "My hat!"

"Yours, sir!" said Wharton breathlessly. He had ascertained the fact now. Inside the hat, on the leather lining, were the initials "H. S. Q." Obviously it was the top-hat that was missing from Greyfriars.

"Are you out of your senses, Wharton? My hat is on my head!" shrieked Mr. Quelch.

"The other hat, sir—the one that was lost. The missing tile, sir! I mean the missing topper, the—the missing hat–"

"Oh!" said Mr. Quelch.

He understood.

"You think, Wharton, that that is the hat that was taken from my room?"

"I'm sure now, sir! Look at it! That tramp picked it up on a rubbish-heap. Somebody must have chucked it there—I mean thrown it there! We only wanted to see if it was yours, sir, but the silly ass didn't understand–"

"Give me the hat!"

The captain of the Remove handed the battered topper to his Form master.

Mr. Quelch glanced into the interior.

"It is undoubtedly my hat," he said. "Whatever disrespectful young rascal removed it from the hatbox in my room must have thrown it away! It has been recklessly damaged! It is now valueless, but——"

"But the banknote, sir–" gasped Bob. "Bunter says–"

"The esteemed banknote, sir–"

Mr. Quelch turned down the leather lining inside the top-hat. The Famous Five watched him breathlessly

A crisp and rustling slip of engraved paper was revealed.

"Bless my soul." said Mr. Quelch.

"The fiver!" yelled Bob.

"The jolly old fiver!" gasped Johnny Bull. "Bunter was telling the truth! Fancy Bunter telling the truth!"

With a finger and thumb, Mr. Quelch drew the missing fiver from the missing hat! He glanced at the number, though really it was unnecessary, for there could be no doubt that the fiver was the missing fiver. He nodded.

It was fortunate for Mr. Walker that he was already over the horizon. Had he been present and learned that he had, all unknowing, carried a five-pound note on his frowsy head, it might have broken Mr. Walker's heart. The amount of liquid refreshment represented by that slip of crisp paper was enormous; and Mr. Walker might never have recovered from his grief had he learned what he had missed.

"That's the banknote, sir?" asked Wharton.

"That is the banknote, Wharton."

"Oh, good!"

"Wharton, you have acted with very great intelligence and judgment," said Mr. Quelch graciously. "I have had a shock, a painful shock; but I am glad, very glad, of what has happened. This is the missing banknote; and it is proved now that Bunter was guilty of nothing but an obtuse practical joke. You may tell him, Wharton, that he is now cleared of suspicion of theft—and tell him also to come to my study at six o'clock."

"Yes, sir."

Mr. Quelch put the banknote in his notecase. The hat he dropped over the hedge. The missing banknote was recovered; but the missing hat was to remain missing. It really was not worth reclaiming. Mr. Walker was welcome to it, if his wandering footsteps ever brought him in that direction again. Mr. Quelch, with a gracious nod to the juniors, walked on to the village. And the Famous Five, with glad news for Bunter, hurried to the school.

Billy Bunter was glad to hear the news. So were the rest of the Remove. Even Skinner and Snoop were glad, their consciences though tough, had been worrying them a little. There was, in fact, gladness all round; and, as Hurree Jamset Ram Singh remarked, the gladfulness was terrific The chums of the Remove expected Bunter's gladness to be a little dashed by the command to present himself in his Form master's study at six o'clock. But the fat Owl seemed quite bucked.

"Quelch is going to apologise, of course!" he remarked. "I dare say he feels pretty sick at having doubted a fellow's word, now! Well, if he apologises and puts it decently, I'll be civil."

So Bunter was quite cheery when he called on Mr. Quelch. His cheeriness soon departed Mr. Quelch was not in an apologetic mood. He explained to Bunter, at considerable length, that he had run great risk from his habits of untruthfulness, and from his lack of respect in playing tricks on his Form master. He warned Bunter that he must amend those bad habits. And in order to impress this on Bunter's fat mind, Mr. Quelch introduced his cane into the scene—and the roars that echoed from the study might have excited the envy of the celebrated Bull of Bashan.

When Billy Bunter crawled away from the study he looked as if he found life a weary burden. And it was likely to be a long, long time before Bunter japed again—especially Mr. Quelch. Bunter was fed up with japing.

THE END.

(Look out for next week's FREE GIFT NUMBER of the Magnet and another topping yarn of Harry Wharton & Co. entitled: "A DOG WITH A BAD NAME!" An early order will avoid disappointment!)

