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I



      Malacca Wharf





Malacca Wharf lies on a little creek of the great muddy river, a creek into which the ooze has silted till it is, at low water, merely a stretch of smooth glistening mud, and even when the tide is high, the water that looks so profound has not the depth that shall float an unladen barge. The wharf has dropped out of its place in the great come and go, the round game of trade with the round world, where fate and tide and the winds deal the cards, and, sooner or later, every player loses. It had been worth no one’s while to spend a fortune on clearing the creek. So the wharf and its warehouses stood deserted, decaying. At night, lit by the dipping lanterns on the ships at anchor in the stream, and by the gas lamp in the rough road outside the great shut gates, the place was still imposing enough. Seen thus, it might have been a wharf where ships bound for the Fortunate Islands took on their lovely varied freights, where scented cargoes from tropic lands were unloaded from strange ships of unfamiliar rig, manned by out-land men with musical speech and daggers in their boots. The dark buildings might have held bloomy tea, rich silk from the Flowery Land, carpets from Persian looms, broideries worked in purdah by hidden Indian beauties, and sent out across two continents to lie among strange wonders in that tall house of treasure from overseas. But dawn tore down the kind shadows, and the mystery of the darkness turned, in the daylight, to ancient disorder and a decay almost complete enough to be called ruin.


Grass grew between the cobble-stones of the yard; the timbers at the water’s edge were rotting apart. On the heap of old barrels, cracked and distorted, black moss grew. The warehouses and sheds showed grey light through many chinks and rifts, and in their roofs were squares of grey light, the places whence slates had slipped in old storms; in the dulled windows cobwebs replaced the shattered panes. All the wooden buildings were broken, crooked, settling into dissolution.


Only the large brick-built warehouse and the little house by the yard gate were still whole, and, whether their windows were broken or not, they kept their secrets behind close-nailed boards and heavy shutters.


On the other side of a desolate, sordid, waste space, where weeds and sickly grass strove with old tins and broken crockery, lay the mean nearest street. The more adventurous of the children, whose home this street was, had been used to leave the waste space, their playground, to seek the keener joys of play in the deserted wharf. The smaller sheds could be explored; a loose plank or a hole in the masonry let in the little, curious, prying, human animals. But the big warehouse and the little square house resisted firmly. It was fun to creep through the little door in the great gate – there was a hole that you could put your hand through and so draw the bolts – and to hide when you heard the far-away, unmistakable boots of the rare policeman. To the unwashed, ill-smelling, ragged, bright-eyed boys the old wharf was the greatest wonder of their world – a quiet, secret place where you could do what you liked, and nobody scolded or swore at you except your friends and equals, on whom you could joyously and confidently retaliate.


Malacca Wharf had always been there, it always would be there. There was a board up that said, “To Let,” but no one ever answered what it said. And year after year the woodwork and the stonework and the bricks and the slates and the tiles, under sun and frost, moved a little – a very little – nearer the time when they should all be dust together.


And the boys played there.


It was with a shock of surprise that they found one day the big gates closed, and when the daring leader climbed to the top of the wall and looked down, he almost fell from that eminence, and the word “Jimminy!” sprang unbidden to his lips.


“What’s up, Aelf?” asked his followers from below.


“It’s a chap. In a napron. Puttin’ in the windows!”


“They’ve got thome fool to take it,” suggested a business-like child with a straight nose and beautiful dark eyes. “Won’t ’e be gay when ’e findth out about the thallow water?”


“There’s another chap with a paint pot,” said the leader, in low, awe-struck tones. “Green paint. ’E’s doing the door-posts.”


“Letth ’ave a thquint,” said the business-like child, pulling at the leg of the leader, who fell off the wall. And before he had picked himself out of the mud, the dark-eyed one was in his place, the only place where the broken bottles were broken enough to be disregarded.


“Let’s come when these chaps is gone an’ bust all the winders,” suggested an undistinguished boy.


“No profith in that,” said he on the wall; “thome of uth might get took on ’ere before they knowth about the water. ’Twouldn’t latht, but there’d be thomething thticking to it. I thay, mithter,” he added over the wall, addressing the “chap in a napron,” “want anyone to lend a hand?”


The glazier, used to the boys of the neighbourhood, answered by a brief description of the enquirer’s character, delivered without malice; and the business child retorted, also without malice, but with a superior vocabulary. The glazier replied, the boy rejoined, while the deposed leader and the others listened admiringly.


The glazier was the first to weary of the complimentary exchange.


“Here, you run along home, you young unmentionable,” he said amiably.


“Tell uth who’th took the old pig-thtye,” said the boy persuasively.


“If I tell you, will you cut along and not come back? Not today anyhow.”


“If you tellth me enough, I will,” said the child, pleased with any bargain in which he might gain more than he gave.


“Well, then – no one’s took it.”


“That ain’t enough, not for me to cut along on.”


“Well, then; the owner’s a-coming to live ’ere.”


“That’s a lie,” said half-a-dozen voices from beyond the wall.


“It’s gospel truth,” said the glazier; “now, hook it!”


With much talk, and very slowly, they did hook it, and the glazier went on with his work. The painter went on with his too, and so did the plasterer and the bricklayer; and when the boys came next day, firm set cement and a chevaux-de-frise of bottles said “No!” very sharply to their curiosity. Also the loose bricks had been replaced in the wall, and there was no foothold. And after a day or two it did not seem to be worth while to take half-an-hour out of your free time just to cut across to Malacca and shout abuse outside a very high brick wall.


And inside the wall the workmen went on working, and late one night, when there were no boys about, a little van-load of furniture came along the old broken road that skirted the desolate waste space, and “The Owner” set up housekeeping in the little house by the gate, and there were muslin curtains and window-boxes, and a wire netting over the windows that did not look on the yard. So that it was no use to throw stones. Carter Paterson was always leaving boxes and things there. But no one could say what trade the owner proposed to ply.


The boys watched in vain for the first barge to come failing up the creek, for no barge came. And then they watched for the owner, and weeks went on, and presently it was no secret that the owner was a woman, and lived there alone.


This news decided the gang. The very next Sunday they repaired to the wharf to enjoy themselves. They had not quite decided what form the enjoyment should take – vaguely it was phrased as “letting her have it.” To this end they collected a good many stones. And one of the boys, whose father was often out at night and exercised a profession involving unusual implements, brought a cold chisel to knock out the newly inserted bricks. Another brought a piece of old carpet for the negotiating of the bottles on the top of the wall.


The campaign was opened by yells, a few snatches of unsavoury comic songs, and a shower of stones at the great gates. Then Benny, the business-like child, began to use the chisel, and the rest collected more stones. They had just collected a nice heap, and a brick was getting quite loose, when there was a sound from within – bolts were being withdrawn. The besieging army drew back, a little uncertain. One or two of the more stalwart stooped for stones. One stone was thrown. It was a very fair shot. It hit the little door in the big gate just under the keyhole, and the marksman stooped for another stone. But before he could grasp it the little door was opened, and a young woman in a blue dress stood there looking at them.


They looked at her, doubtful, astonished, grave, hostile. She smiled brilliantly at them. It is a very difficult thing to smile in the face of serious hostility, but she did it. She did more. She threw back the door, and said amazingly:


“Won’t you come in?”


No one moved.


“Do come in,” she said. “Come and look at my funny garden. It’s so pretty. I’ve been wanting to show it to someone. You’ll come, won’t you?” She turned the appeal of voice and eye and smile directly on the beautiful Benjamin, standing chisel in hand.


“I don’t mind,” he said, “tho long ath ith understood you arthkt uth. It ain’t trethpath, you know, Mith, tho if you’ve got the copperth up your thleeve we ain’t done nothing. Thee?”


“Of course, you haven’t done anything,” she said; “but there’s something I wish you would do. I want to move one of my trees, and it’s too heavy for me. Would you mind helping me?”


“What’ll you give uth?” asked the child.


“I was asking you as a friend,” she said reproachfully. And for a moment it was touch and go. A rowdy guffaw answered her; a snigger answered the guffaw, and a voice cried:


“Ho, yus; let’s be friends, lidy;” and a voice uplifted in song urged:




      “Let us be true,




      Me and you,




      Ever the best of friends.”





But her fearless eyes conquered. After all, they were only a lot of children.


“Come on,” she said. “Don’t let’s waste time in talking. You come in,” she said to Benny, “and I’ll leave the door open, and the rest of you can come in just when you like. See!”


She held out her hand to the business-like child, and he took it, and stepped across the wooden threshold.


“This is the tree,” she said, putting her hand on the smooth stem of a little bay tree in a green tub. “And I want to move it as far as this.” She indicated the spot with the tip of a real Sunday shoe. “Lend me a hand, won’t you?”


Benny, with a vision of red and blue and yellow and great cleanness dazzling his dark eyes, lent a hand.


When the tub had been moved, the lady looked round, and the little yard was dark with crowding boys.


“Are we all in?” she asked, and half-a-dozen voices answered, “Yus, lidy.” Half-a-dozen others said, “Yus, teacher.”


“Good,” she said; “then shut the door, one of you.” The door was shut, and the Lady of the Malacca turned to her guests.


“Now,” she said, “isn’t it pretty?”


It was. On the flagged pavement of her little yard stood four bay trees in tubs. All round was a narrow border of black mould, trimmed with red and white geraniums and lobelias and calceolarias. The windows of the house had white curtains, and each window had its window-box, ardent with primary colours. A wall with a door in it divided the little sunny yard from the big cobbled yard of the wharf. It, with all the woodwork in sight, was painted a soft, bright, pleasant green. And in the middle stood the lady in blue, smiling.


“I can’t ask you all to tea,” she said, “because I haven’t enough milk.”


Somebody said, “Never mind about milk.”


“Or enough tea, or sugar, or teacups, or anything. But there’s one thing I have got enough of. That’s biscuits. Hands up for biscuits.”


Hands were up.


“Then I’ll go and get them.”


She went into her house, leaving them awestruck. When she came back, a scuffle was just teaching its climax in the banging and locking of the little door.


“All right, lidy,” several breathless voices assured her. “’E pinched one of yer flowers, and we chucked ’im aat!”


“Thank you,” she said; “it’s kind of you to take care of my garden. But shall we let him come back? I don’t think he’ll pick any more.”


Reluctantly they opened the gate.


“She says you can come in again if you’ll keep your hands to yourself.”


“I don’t want to come in,” he said. “Silly billy!” he added bitterly, and trailed away across the waste.


But he came again the next Sunday when the rest of the boys, by special invitation, went to Malacca Wharf for what the Lady called another Biscuit Party.


Thus did the Lady, partly by luck and partly by that incalculable thing we call personality, defend herself against the child-hooligans of the waste.


It was after the second party that she told the tale to a friend of hers.


“I really was rather frightened,” she said, “but I took the bull in both hands and tried loving my enemies – or, at any rate, acting as if I loved them. And then afterwards I found I really did. And they’re quite dears, some of them; and I’m going to have biscuit parties once a week. I can’t afford real tea-parties. And you and some of the others might come down sometimes, and help me play with them. Why have I gone to live there? I thought you knew. Oh! I forgot; you’ve been in Cornwall all the while, haven’t you? Well, I’ve been coming of age, and then they told me what my little bit of money comes from. It’s rents in the East End. And Malacca is part of my property, only it won’t let. So I thought I’d live there and save rent. I’ve been waiting for you to come back, to have my house-warming.”


“It isn’t safe,” said the friend, crumbling his bread. They were dining at a little restaurant in Soho. “You oughtn’t to live there alone.”


“I’m not alone,” she said. “I’ve got a lovely char-hag. She has the loveliest voice. She used to sing in the streets. She happened to be out that day, but she’s a tower of strength, really.”


“She can’t defend you from big hooligans,” he said. “You don’t know what those East End roughs are.”


“Well, never mind,” she said comfortably, “come to my house-warming and see my little hooligans. Thank you, Alphonse, one mille-feuille and one petit suisse.”


She smiled on the waiter as she had smiled on the boys.


“Everyone’s moving,” said her friend. “Sullivan’s going to America, and Anthony’s got the kick-out from his place. Can’t stand the smells. I warned him they wouldn’t. Why do chemists always insist on using the drugs that are stenches? They must know before they begin what the things in the bottles smell like.”


“Where’s he going?” she asked, ignoring the more abstruse question.


“I don’t know. Can’t find anyone who’ll have him. His candid nature compels him. He can’t exaggerate the smells, but I believe he would if he could – in the service of truth.”


“Will he ever find out anything?” she asked.


“Yes, lots of things. Whether they’ll be what he wants. . .”


“What sort of place does he want?”


“Oh! big, and no questions asked – and cheap. That sort of place doesn’t go begging. Have some coffee?”


“Please – white coffee. No, that sort of place doesn’t,” she said thoughtfully.


“If you’re going straight home,” he said, after the coffee, “I’ll see you there. May I? And walk back. I want a walk.”


When coffee was over, he paid his reckoning, she hers. For this was not an assignation dinner, but a mere chance encounter at a little French eating-house where, that night, no other of the friends of either happened to be. The reckoning paid, he saw her home, to the house on the creek in the far east, by the ugliest of the many ugly lines that worm their dirty way out of London. Both were thoughtful. He walked home.


On the next Sunday the little hooligans were dazzled by two more lidies and four gents, who taught them new and wonderful games, and played with them.


When the party had culminated in biscuits and the ragged guests gone, the Lady in blue took her friends to see her little house and her big studio – the top floor of the warehouse on the far side of the inner court. It was reached by an outside stairway of stone that ran up the side of the building.


And all her friends admired everything very much. Especially Anthony Drelincourt.


“I wish I could find a place like this,” he told her, as he and she came down the stairs after the others.


“There are two floors below and a basement,” she said. “You could have either or both or all three.”


“Do you mean it?” he said eagerly. “It’s the ideal place. But I should be in your way. And the rent. Couldn’t afford it.”


“If I don’t let it to a friend, I shan’t let it to anyone,” she said shortly; “and you wouldn’t be in my way. There’s an inner staircase to the other two floors. We needn’t see each other even, if we don’t want to.”


“Are you sure?” he asked.


And she laughed. “Of course I’m sure,” she said.


“What is the rent?” he asked.


“Fifteen pounds a year,” she said, since that was what he paid for the attic he was leaving. “Fifteen pounds and nothing found.”


“I could get the gas laid on?”


“Of course. There is water laid on.”


“I will, then. It’s jolly decent of you, Rose. Sure I won’t be a nuisance?”


“When you’ve set the Thames on fire with your great discovery, and they are all writing your biography, they’ll say, ‘His landlady was called Rose Royal.’”


“And when you’ve set the Thames on fire with your pictures, they’ll write, ‘She had a tenant called Anthony Drelincourt.’”


When Rose announced the tenancy to William Bats, he said, “Oh!” and then, after a quite perceptible pause, “so now you’ll have someone to see you home occasionally. That’s all right. And a man within call. Get him to fix a telephone between your place and his.”


“Nonsense!” said Rose. But before he had been in the place a week the telephone was fixed.


And now all that was nearly a year ago. For a year these two earnestly unconventional young people had been neighbours in that far eastern country. He had not been in her way. But she had found it necessary to exert her will to keep out of his. She bought an old, round-nosed punt for thirty-five shillings, because she knew it would amuse him to paddle about in it, and tried not to be in sight whenever he stooped to loosen it from its moorings. She lent him her charwoman, and would have lent or given him almost anything else. But he never asked for anything else.


And now the cold, yellow, foggy light of a March dawn shines upon Miss Royal going across the large courtyard with something in each hand – something which she carries carefully. She sets the things down at the door of the warehouse, takes out a little key and opens the door, goes in, and shuts it. A few minutes later she comes out, and goes quietly and quickly back to her little square house with the muslin-and-geranium windows.


Anthony Drelincourt had made himself a nest of such materials as his kind uses for nest-building. The ground floor he kept locked always. No one but himself ever went in, and no one knew for certain what he did there. Most of the big first floor of the warehouse, with its row of grey, uncurtained, unshuttered windows, was sheer laboratory, with the usual medley of bright porcelain and glass. Two large distilling flasks, holding bright-coloured liquids, formed, with their condensers and receiving flasks, an imposing group; and, together with a large filter full of dubious-looking mess, plainly said “organic chemist” to any well-informed observer. To Rose they simply said, “Anthony as usual.” A small, dirty, copper oven stood as a sort of connecting link to the oddly domestic-looking saucepans and cake-tins which make such good water-baths. Shelves of labelled bottles, clean test tubes and dirty test tubes, a few stray dry cells and accumulators, a few odd tools scattered about, bits of insulated wire, cork-borers and corks, made a harmonious background.


A large square table, covered with papers, was under one window. Under another the microscope had a little table to its brassy self. On a third a bright balance glittered attractively. In one corner a little room stood out; it had been a counting-house in the days when Malacca Wharf was a wharf, not a derelict. This room, with the space near it, surrounding the fireplace, and in, but not of, the laboratory proper, was a sort of shabby oasis furnished with odd jetsam from the domestic life of an age not his – a lady’s silk welled work-table, a prie-Dieu chair with lilies worked on it in beads, a tall crimson banner-screen, two gilded Empire chairs, a round table of papier-maché, lacquered with golden birds, that stood upright like a great black and yellow sunflower, a shelf of crockery, another of pots and pans, a worn Aubusson carpet, once of delicate beauty, and, against the wall, shelves and shelves of books.


The light grew. But it was still twilight in the quiet laboratory when Anthony came in from his bedroom in his dressing-gown to light the fire, so that the kettle should be boiling by the time he had dressed and shaved.


He reached for the matches, which should have been on the little work-table. He did not find them. Instead, his hand struck against something cold and unfamiliar which fell over with a crash, and something cold and wet flooded his hand and the table. He said something, and fetched the matches from his bedroom. His lamp, lighted quickly, showed him that he had upset a tall, straight, green vase in which two red roses had been standing. They lay on the floor now among a shining shatter of glass, and table and carpet were drenched with the water from the vase. A squat pot full of violets had escaped, and stood solidly. A drowned white thing caught his eye. It was a paper on which he read the words:



Happy birthday. R. R.




“Oh, bother the girl!” said Anthony, as he mopped up the water.


It was not till after breakfast that he began to feel how kind it was of her. He wrote a little note.



A thousand thanks! How do you manage always to think of such pretty things and such pretty ways of doing them? I thought the fairies had been here. But it was only you.




Fortunately he read this over, and changed the ending to – “I thought a good fairy had been here. And I was right.”


Which was much better.


You do not know what any of these people looked like. You shall quite soon, now. Myself, I never want to know what people look like until I know where they live, and what they do and say and think, and whether they are rich or poor. Nobody has done or said or thought much so far, but, at any rate, we know where Rose Royal lives, and that she has a wharf and an income. And we know where Anthony Drelincourt lives; but even he himself never could estimate his income, which, with his expenditure, varied too much to be estimable. Anyhow he was very poor. And Rose Royal was much too poor to be buying red roses at a shilling apiece and round-nosed punts at thirty-five shillings. She had not, however, spent the last of her month’s money on the violets and the red roses. She proposed to spend some of the rest on things to eat for a party she was going to that night. And some she meant to spend on a real birthday present for her tenant. The roses and violets, in her opinion, were not real presents.


“I wish,” she said, throwing down her palette after a hopeless morning, “that I had a thousand pounds. Then I could buy something worth giving to a person. Roses and rubbish! It’s hateful to be poor. When I give a present I should like it to be a present that there isn’t another of in the world. And there are thousands and millions of any of the sort of things that I can afford to buy for anyone. And I wish,” she added, still more fervently, “that it didn’t always rain whenever I want it not to. I think it’s going to stop,” she said, flattening her nose against the grey square of window, “only I know it isn’t.”


It wasn’t.



II



      A Book like Another





You know Charlotte Street, Fitzroy Square. It is not a pretty street, and on a wet day it is of course uglier than ever. The rain came straight down and steady, without pause, for it had its work to do – and without haste, for there was plenty of time to do it in. Most of the foot passengers appeared merely as trousers or skirts surmounted by umbrellas.


Inside the entries of those Swiss boarding-houses where young waiters wait, desiring situations and sinking day by day more deeply into the patron’s debt, groups of anaemic, unshaved youths watched with dull eyes the stream of sordid traffic, and talked in strange tongues of unemployment and the English climate. From out these doorways rank cigarette smoke eddied into the rain, and with it came intermittent weary criticism of the passers-by. These English – they were sad, they were stupid, they were unintelligent, everything which the Swiss exile from Swiss scenery esteemed himself as not being.


“And the women,” said a lank man, with oily hair and a long yellow face. “Women? Camels!”


“Their eyes – like blue porcelain.”


“Their hands – like hams for largeness.”


“Their feet – like the foot of elephant.”


“Their teeth – as is one who has swallowed a pianoforte not completely.”


So arose the chorus of detraction, justified, perhaps, by the thin stream of worn-out working women that trickled along Charlotte Street towards those strange courts which hide in the square bounded by Goodge Street, Howland Street, and the Tottenham Court Road.


“Since I am here – ten interminable days,” a pink-faced, square-faced boy went on, shrugging round, broad shoulders, “I see not one woman that one may call a woman, that is not French or Swiss or German. Thou hast reason. The Englishwomen are camels, and the reason. . .”


“But hold,” the yellow-faced lounger interrupted, resettling his hat at an alluring angle— “en voici une for example.”


A thrill of self-consciousness electrified the languid group. It was like seeing dogs prick up their ears. And all eyes turned to where, between black mud and grey sky, came a young woman, who trod the pavement with the freedom of a boy and the assurance of a maiden goddess. Her skirts were short and straight – none of that flow and draggle and dip that Goodge Street knows so well – and skirt as well as coat was of brown corduroy. A three-cornered hat of brown felt was set firmly on coils of black hair, and the rain had lit to radiance that skin of white and rose which belongs to Irish eyes. The girl looked about her as she went, with no roving weakness, but with a keen interest and observation. Her hands were bare, slender, and pink in the rain, and they held many parcels.


The pink-faced youth spat reflectively.


“The first,” he said, “the first I see who is worthy a thought from a son of Helvetia.”


“Almost I follow her,” said the yellow-faced man, “yet no. It is not worth the trouble. Nothing is worth the trouble in this land abominable. Yet she has charm – I tell it you – I, Achille.”


“You have not the courage to say her good-day,” said an under-sized, dark boy, frowning. “Why vaunt yourself? You are a waiter. And she is a queen.”


“Thou sayest?” The yellow-faced Achille plumed himself like a bantam cock. “Thou shalt see. If she repasses by here, I address her the speech. Do I not? For vingt centimes.”


“I bet you cinquante you dare not,” said the boy, who was an ugly boy with large ears, “and if you win the cinquant centimes, I pay. Also I fight.”


A roar of laughter went up, laughter without beauty, without mirth, the ugly laughter of ugly souls who laugh at the real things of life.


“The little Sebastien! Behold him at last épris! See, she has entered Vandenhauten’s. She goes to buy the patisserie for the noces with the gentil petit Sebastien.”


Sebastien drew into his jacket and seemed to grow smaller. He hoped she would not come back that way. He hoped he should not have to fight Achille. He hoped he should win Achille’s fifty centimes. He hoped many things.


The girl in the brown dress and the Napoleon hat came out of Vandenhauten’s, and the parcels she carried were more than ever. She stood a moment undecided, and in that moment Sebastien found time to put up a prayer to his patron saint. He was young, and was not long from home; to him his patron saint was still a force that ill-doers had to reckon with. Also he confusedly implored the consideration of Saint Agnes and Saint Ursula, so evidently the lady’s patrons, to turn the lady’s steps in any direction other than that of the Hôtel Simplon.


The saints seldom answer a prayer as one answers a request for bread and butter. There is always a little subtlety about the saints. The boy got what he wished – and not what he asked for.


She turned and came back along the pavement. The yellow Achille pulled up his collar and ran fat yellow fingers through the oily black curls above his ears. Sebastien trembled, and wondered how it felt to carry a knife in one’s waistbelt, over the right hip, as some men did.


And the girl came on, unconscious, nearer, nearer. Now she was almost opposite the door, and Achille made a half step forward. Sebastien caught at his arm.


But the saints had not been idle; their unseen fingers no doubt had been busy with the strings of all these parcels, and that was why, at this very moment of all moments, something gave way among the parcels and half of them fell and clattered and slid on the slimy pavement of Charlotte Street.


Sebastien was first. He had picked up the square Vandenhauten box, and the packet that felt like charcuterie, before the others were there, quite wordless, but enthusiastically helpful, picking up the brown paper packets, wiping the mud from them, and restoring them, with every manifestation of respectful regret, to their owner. Sebastien picked up the last parcel as well as the first, and as he gave it to her his fingers touched hers. It was an accident. Or did the saints throw it in as a make-weight?


Then suddenly the girl looked from one to another of the group and smiled. She looked at the mud on the handkerchiefs they held, and smiled a little more. Then she said:


“I thank you infinitely, Messieurs. Good morning!” and was gone. And then they all were on the pavement saying, “Il n’y a pas de quoi, Mademoiselle” and “De rien, Mademoiselle” with their hats in their hands, and their cigarettes nowhere.


Achille had won his bet. He had spoken to her. He had said, “Pas de quoi, Mademoiselle,” with the others. But Sebastien promised his patron a little candle for next Sunday, all the same. He paid his centimes like a man, and Achille took them.


“All the same, it is to thee the psychologic victory,” he said handsomely. “Thou hadst reason. She is a queen. I add my fifty, and we have all a bock, and drink to the Reine Inconnue.”


This toast they drank, by the sticky marble tables of Cellini near to hand, with intense seriousness and their hands on their hearts. They were only boys after all, even the large yellow Achille, and one does not see a goddess every day.


So the smile that conquered the little East End hooligans served as a protecting halo in Fitzroy Street, and illustrates the sort of effect Rose Royal had on people, and tells you more about her than you would learn by a complete catalogue of her more habitual conquests.


Rose had been the reigning beauty of the Slade, but then quite ugly girls have been that. She was the leader in her set, but then charm is not always of the essence of a leader. She had received from two to five offers of marriage every year since she was seventeen, and at least twice as many offers of platonic friendship; declarations of impermanent adoration at various temperatures were to her common incidents of life, to be laughed at or to despise, according to the circumstances of the declaration and the nature of the declarer. She had girl friends by dozens, who worshipped and obeyed, and she had not more than half-a-dozen enemies, and all of these were women, and none of them whole-hearted foes. She was poor, proud, and energetic; had versatility and initiative, a good temper and perfect health. It was always she who said, “Let’s!” and her friends who said, “Yes, do let’s.” As for her faults, I fear they stick out of this catalogue of her endowments.


She walked on. Her arms were now uncomfortably full of parcels, and one more purchase remained to be made, the gift for her tenant. The parcels she already had, had cost her all the money left of her month’s income, save and except the four shillings which were the price of a birthday present not yet bought. The paper of the parcels was getting wet; corners of their insides protruded through the softened wrappings. One saw the gleam of a sardine tin, the spring tint of a lettuce.


“Oh, bother!” she said, and let the parcels fall from her arms on the mat of an open doorway. Then she made an apron of her dress, lifting it with one hand and dropping the parcels in it, and so carried the load along Goodge Street, brave in crimson petticoat and lifted skirt.


In Tottenham Court Road she saw a taximeter cab. The driver caught her eye and raised his hand. Quite without meaning to nod, she nodded, and the taxi slid to the edge of the pavement and stopped in front of her.


“Oh, bother!” she said, tumbling the parcels onto the floor of the cab. “Two thousand St. Martin’s Lane.”


She leaned back against the air cushions enjoying the luxury of such soft rest, for she was tired, and the parcels had been many and awkward, and while her body luxuriated, her mind scowled.


“Just like you,” it said, “to tire yourself out grubbing round, so as to save eighteenpence; and just when the whole beastly business is nearly over, you weaken, hail a taxi, and throw everything away. You might as well have taken one to begin with, and saved yourself all this fag. For you can’t buy the book now.” This theme, with the interminable variations on it so familiar to all of us who are not millionaires or consistent economists, occupied her till the cab set her down before the second-hand-bookshop in face of whose window she always spent, in passing, a few covetous moments.


“It’s no good,” she said, “but one might as well try it on.”


And she went in. The stout, black-bearded, black-skullcapped man turned keen eyes on her behind his large spectacles.


“Oh, Mr. Abrahamson, good morning!” she said. “May I look at that book again? You know, the one about precious stones and things, with the pages written in at the end? I want to buy it to give to a friend for a birthday present.”


He stretched a hand to a dusty shelf.


“I do like the smell of your shop,” she said, reaching out her hand for the book he now held; “it’s not only the old leather, it’s something that’s like a dream of a dream.”


“It is perhaps the fragrance of the past, Miss Royal,” said he.


“Of course it is,” she said, and flashed her smile at him. “I wish I could interest you in the fragrance of the future.”


She always interested him, as she interested most men. He would not have said so. What he said was, “Proceed, Lady Sybilla.”


“Yes, I know I’m mysterious,” she said, “but the fact behind the mystery is that I want this book most awfully – and it’s four shillings.”


“And what is four shillings,” Mr. Abrahamson asked, “to one with the Princess’s chariot awaiting her? He glanced through the light-lines between the brown prints wafered against the window, at the waiting taxi-cab.


“That’s just it,” said the girl, yielding to an inspiration of truth-telling: “I had got just four shillings left, and I had such a heap of parcels, and the insides were worming out of them because of their getting wet. Perhaps you haven’t noticed how it’s raining, Mr. Abrahamson?”


“It is the inclement weather,” he said, “which is usual in this land of melancholy liberty. And so. . .”


“And then the taxi hailed me, and before I knew where I was I said, ‘Yes.’ And that means, will you take two shillings for the book, because really and truly that’s all I’ve got.”


The old man raised his eyebrows slowly.


“So,” he said, and paused on the word.


“What do you say?” said Rose, consciously and unconsciously using all her power, all her charm, on this old dry-as-dust.


“I say not ‘No,”’ said Mr. Abrahamson.


“Ah!” said Rose, and he raised a hand.


“Also I say not ‘Yes.’ I have other books, very good books, at the two shilling price. The friend will be very pleased with the book at two shillings that I shall sell you.”


“It’s that book I want,” the girl told him.


“But why that book? Is it by chance very rare and valuable, and I do not know it? And Miss Royal knows it, and seeks to make her profit of old Abrahamson.”


“Of course, it isn’t!” she impetuously answered; “and there’s the taxi eating its head off at twopence a second, or whatever it is. It’s only that it’s got my friend’s name in it – the friend I want to give it to for a birthday present – and the bookplate and all. Perhaps it belonged to an ancestor or something. Will you take two shillings?”


He took, for the moment, not two shillings, but the book from her hand, and, looking down obliquely through his spectacles, read aloud, “Ex Libris Antonii Drelincourt.”


Then he looked at her.


The same lack of self-control that had driven her into her taxi drove her now on the mercy of the second-hand-bookseller. A flash of crimson illumined the face whose eyes brightened and drooped suddenly.


“So!” said Mr. Abrahamson, and Miss Royal understood that her secret was not any longer her secret.


“You fool, you born-blind idiot,” she silently called herself.


“My dear young lady,” said the bookseller, dandling the brown octavo in his hand, as a grandmother dandles her first grandchild; “I love all books, and this I very much love, because I do not understand it. It was my son, Gideon, who price it four shillings. For me forty, I should have said, or perhaps forty pounds. Who knows? There are in this book secrets, old secrets, precious to men a long time dead.”


He whirred the leaves with accustomed thumb, and ended with an open gesture which displayed pages of twisted characters in faded brown ink. “It is the manuscriptum,” he said, “and the finest works they are, the ones that never were printed.”


“But if I’ve only got two shillings left,” said Miss Royal, her eyes on the book.


“You come another time. I keep it for you,” said Mr. Abrahamson, his eyes on hers.


“But it’s his birthday today,” she said.


“The same name and arms?” he said.


“Yes; of course, that’s just it,” she said.


“I see,” said he. And there was a pause. Outside, the blurred sound of London traffic swept by.


“Well?” said Miss Royal.


“Well,” said Nathan Abrahamson.


And again London’s voices spoke.


“His name – it is just the same, Antonio?”


“Antony, yes.”


“He is an artist like Miss Royal?”


“He’s a chemist. An experimental chemist. And physics and physiology, all those sort of scientific things. He’s always trying to find out secrets, secrets of Nature, you know.”


“This book also, it deals with the experimental chemistry and secret ways. If once it belonged to one of your friend’s family, that shows the taste for the experimental and the secret is inherited.”


“Yes,” she said. His tone when he said, “Your friend,” brushed softly and kindly on the quivering surface of her revealed secret. She looked at him with eyes whose deep appeal was no longer conscious.


“Et in arcadio ego,” he murmured.


“What did you say?” said she.


“I said that I could not abate the price,” Mr. Abrahamson answered; “but I know Miss Royal. Take it, and pay me when you can.”


“I’ve got two shillings,” she said, showing them.


“Those you keep,” said the bookseller; “who knows, you may need another taxi!”


“It’s awfully good of you,” said the girl. “Of course, you know. . . you know I shall pay you all right.”


“I know,” he said; “at the same time I think the little accommodation I give you deserves a bonus. If this book is of service to your friend Antonio, if by it the secret he searches for reveal itself and he grows rich, you give me one hundred pounds. He give me one hundred pounds. Is it so?”


“A hundred pounds!” Rose Royal said, leaning her elbows on the counter, rubbed smooth by so many elbows of persons who desired – or despaired of – various items of Mr. Abrahamson’s stock.


“If he get two thousand, I get one hundred. Only a little five per cent, is it not?”


She saw that he smiled, and she also smiled.


“A hundred pounds,” she said, “if he gets two thousand out of the book? Rather!”


“The notes,” said the bookseller, fluttering the leaves, “the marginal notes and the manuscriptum! It is these that your friend should study.”


The intonation of “your friend” brought the blood to her face again.


“Thank you,” she said, “I’ll bring the money early in April – the four shillings, I mean.”


“I know you will,” he said, “and for the friend. . . hide everything. I am an old man, and I know. I also in Arcadia have been. Reveal nothing. Let nothing be shown. Keep your secret, my young Lady Royal. Can he read this?”


“I don’t know,” she said; “can anybody?”


“If I were a beautiful young lady who gave a present,” said he, “I would learn first to read what I gave. There are those who teach such things.”


“But I’ve got to give the present today,” she said; “it’s his birthday. There isn’t time to learn anything. Oh! what are we talking about? It’s just a book like any other book! It’s a birthday present for him.”


“Yes,” said Mr. Abrahamson, “just a book like any other book; just a birthday present to a friend.”


“Thank you so very much,” she said conventionally, all the unconventionality of the interview suddenly coming home to her.


“Not at all, Miss Royal,” he said, matching her mood.


She went back to the taxi-cab with its burden of little parcels, bearing with her the old brown leather-covered book, and the knowledge that her heart’s most intimate secret was given away to an old second-hand-bookseller in St. Martin’s Lane.


The old man followed her across the pavement to her cab door, “Courage!” he said; “with courage, all is well. Someday I read the beautiful Miss Royal’s fortune? I lay out the cards for her? No? Someday when it is not the friend’s birthday, and your heart is free for new things. Abrahamson knows the cards. I could make much money in Bond Street telling the fortunes of the ladies with dyed hair who are no longer young and desire the heritage of youth. But I only lay out the cards for hope and beauty and youth and the strength of youth. You come again for that?”


“Thank you,” she said. “Oh, thank you very much! But I think people make their own fortunes, don’t they?”


“So say always the beloved of the gods,” the old man answered, “but the Fates decree otherwise.”


Some impulse, forever unexplained, brought Rose Royal’s hand out to the seller of second-hand books.


“Thank you,” she said, not knowing why, “thank you.”


“Ah!” said Mr. Abrahamson, taking it carefully. “You have one gift, the greatest; you know your friends.”



III



      The Septet





If you mount the steps of the Falstaffe Theatre under the glass roof where the pink geraniums and white daisies make a light that you can see from the end of the street, you will find between the box office and the pit entrance a door, and beside it the legend “Falstaffe Chambers.” When the theatre is closed, as it quite often is, the ragged children of Soho play about the entrance, and on the lower steps of that staircase elderly little girls sit nursing heavy babies and scolding their little brothers, and the door of Falstaffe Chambers serves them as shelter, ambush, and hiding-place. It is an untidy doorway, through whose door, mostly open, the wind blows dust and straws and scraps of paper. If, picking your way through the clusters of infants, you go up a flight of stone steps, you pass, on your right, the fine rooms where the Management does its business, when it has any. Still ascending, you pass another plate on the door of Mr. Ben Burt, where to his name are added the significant words “Correspondence only.” On the floor above you find a brown door on which is whitely painted the word Monolith, and below it “William Bats, Editor.”


If you knock at the door and ask for a copy of the Monolith, Mr. Bats, if he be at home, will tell you that the paper has ceased to appear. If you are annoyed at this, you ask him why he has not taken the name off the door, and he will smile and say he is sorry you should have been disappointed. But he will not tell you the truth, which is that he is too lazy to send a postcard to Mr. Musto of Great Ormond Street, asking him to come and paint out the name of that unfortunate journal. Nor will he tell you – as indeed why should he? – that even Mr. Musto’s moderate charges are charges which are beyond his means.


As your boots echo down the uncarpeted stair, Mr. William Bats will close the door and return to his books.


And Mr. Bats’ books are worth going back to. They line that large, low, upper room from floor to ceiling, and their bindings are old and brown and smell of the past. He is known to every second-hand-bookseller in London, and to many provincial ones beside. His morning post brings him those pleasant catalogues which spin out breakfast to somewhere too near lunch, as one turns their pages and wishes one were rich enough to buy this Elzevir or that first edition of Montaigne. Mr. Bats is a friend of Mr. Abrahamson’s in St. Martin’s Lane. He is also the friend of Rose Royal.


The room is the last room you would expect to find in that house. It is, as I said, brown with books, and but for those it might be a room in a farmhouse. For all its furniture is old and solid and heavy, from the settle that stands out from the wall at right angles to the fireplace, the gate-legged table, the oak church-table on which Mr. Bats keeps his pens and inks and papers. A tall clock ticks near the door. It has a silver face, and a painted moon and sun mark the hours of day and night. There is a round mirror over the mantelpiece, and there are some comfortable round-bodied Windsor chairs, shaped cunningly to support the back. The divan with the leopard skin looks like a happy accident. The windows are curtained with cotton fabric of a pleasant green colour, and on one window-ledge a blue-lustre mug stands, and in it, all the year round, a few cheap flowers. On the floor is a Persian carpet. A door opens from this room into a dining-room, white walled and furnished with beautiful simplicity. A dark dresser holds pleasant red and blue crockery and Nuremberg glass; the chairs are of apple-wood, rush-seated and ladder-backed; the floor is covered with a pale India matting. On the mantelshelf are brass candlesticks and crockery greyhounds with crockery hares in their mouths. This room, with the small bedroom and the smaller kitchen, makes up the home of Mr. William Bats. It is the neatest home in the world. Everything has its place, and is in it, from the stick of sealing-wax and the ball of string displayed in the silver snuffer-tray on the writing-table, to the ties and shirts concealed in the tall-boys beyond the closed bedroom door.


The only things that are out of place are the books with which Mr. Bats is always surrounded.


“Another half-hour,” said Mr. William Bats, glancing at the silver-faced clock – “another half-hour before I need even begin to think of putting them away.”


And even as he thought it, a step came up the stair, past the gorgeous rooms of the Management, past the mysterious rooms where business was done by correspondence only, up the last flight of stairs.


The little brass lion-headed knocker sounded on his outer door, and he got up. You would have said that something very pleasant had happened, pleasant and unforeseen. Yet when he opened the door all he said was:


“You? You’re nearly an hour too early!”


And Rose Royal stood before him with her skirt full of parcels. “I know I’m early. Don’t be cross. How jolly your wallflowers smell. And the tobacco and the old books! They ought to sell it in bottles. I’m so tired, and I’ve spent all my money, and it’s raining like mad and—”


She came into the room, and advanced towards the gate table.


“Don’t put them down there,” he said, and opened the door into the dining-room.


“Don’t be cross,” she said again. “I’ll go away if you insist. But you’d better get back to your work, and let me set the table.”


She was drawing the pins out of her hat with the air of being very much at home.


“I’m all to pieces, I know,” she said. “Such a day!” She felt in her pocket and brought out a little mirror.


“Pause!” said Mr. Bats. “You little know your blessings. I got this expressly for you.”


He showed an oval looking-glass with a frame of carved wood, that hung behind the door.


“How beautiful!” said Rose, looking in and not at the glass. “I knew I was all to pieces.” Her hands were busy with her hair, and his with the parcels on the table. “How did you think of such a simple and charming idea? It’s nothing less than genius. And what a beautiful frame!” she added, giving it the briefest glance.


“I’ve been convinced for the last six months that you wouldn’t be happy till you got it. My mind moves slowly, as you know. Only today the conviction crystallised in action. Say you’re pleased.”


“You’re an angel,” she told him, her eyes still on the glass. “Haven’t I brought nice things to eat?”


“You always do,” he said; “much too nice,” and folded the discarded papers neatly, and rolled the string into little self-contained circlets. “What’s the book?”


“Oh, that’s for Tony! That’s really why I came early. If it hadn’t been for that, I could have walked round and round Soho Square, getting wetter and wetter, till it was real right time to arrive. I wanted to show it to you, to see if it’s any good. It looks as if it might be the real original key to the real original Bacon-Shakespeare cypher.”


“You excite me almost beyond endurance,” he said placidly, putting the string and paper into the proper drawer for such things. “I’ll put your hat in my room, shall I?”


“No, I’ll hang it on the hat-stand in the hall,” she said. “It’ll be handier if I have to rush out for anything. And may I wash the lettuce while you look at the book?”


“Don’t let the tap splash,” he said; “if you hold the basin under it for a moment, it won’t.”


The hat-stand in the hall was a nail driven into the back of the door of the tiny kitchen.


“Don’t watch me,” she said, dabbling among the wet lettuces. “You always make me feel so large, and clumsy and awkward.”


“Yes, I’m a delicate little thing, aren’t I?” he said, leaning a lazy six feet against the kitchen door.


“If I didn’t like you so much, I should hate you,” she said. “When you’re not there, I am neat, orderly, competent, adequate, worthy. When I’m with you, I’m a worm – an untidy, expansive worm. You ought to curb your moral nature, and not make people so uncomfortable. I say, do look at that book instead of talking to me. It’s got ‘Antonii Drelincourt’ on the book-plate, and the same coat-of-arms that’s on Tony’s snuff-box that was his grandfather’s.”


“A romance! Cheers from the bystanders,” remarked Mr. Bats. “Long lost heir mercifully restored. Triumphant arches, garlands. Downtrodden tenantry. Sycophantic cheers. Don’t I see the Daily Mail, foaming at the headlines.”


“Just as you like,” said Rose, putting the lettuce on the dresser. “Only the others will be here directly. And I can lay a table when your eye isn’t on me. And I know where everything is.” She opened the smooth-sliding drawer of the Welsh dresser, and took out a folded tablecloth. “If you watch me, I’ll drop the glasses. You might be fifty brothers rolled into one, instead of a perfect stranger, if one judged by your attitude of criticism.”


“You remember,” he said, turning the pages of the book, “that the Septet was formed on the distinct basis of our all being as disagreeable as we liked to each other, and I’m the only one who has ever tried to live up to the old ideal. All the others merely grovel before you, wormlike. How you can stand it, I can’t think!”


“I don’t. I mean, they don’t. Don’t be silly.”


“Who don’t? Lena does, frankly. Esther and Milton also, after their kind. Tony, of course, does too, or he wouldn’t be human.”


He so obviously refrained from looking at her when he said this, that he might as well have stared her out of countenance with his deep-set alert eyes.


She thought of Mr. Abrahamson. Did her silly secret then, she asked herself, stick out of her, as Mr. Henry James puts it?


“Of course, he adores me,” she answered hardily, and she might just as well have denied it for any screen she got. “And so,” she added, helplessly trying for words that should not let silence close round her last ones, “and so do you. Only you don’t know it yet. But you will someday. And I adore you all, of course!” She got away from the subject on that, and breathed a little quickly.


“You are very discerning,” said Mr. Bats. “I did not know that you knew of my adoration. Concealment being at an end, let me remark that you have not put the tablecloth on straight.”


“Trust me not at all, or all in all.” She pushed him gently to the door. “Do go and look at the book, there’s an angel, and hide it if – if anyone comes in.”


“Don’t drop the salt-cellars as you did the other day,” he said, as the door closed upon him.


“You look at the book,” she called after him. “Don’t go into a dream about something else.”


Whatever dream he may have gone into, it was at least brief, for when she went into the room, he was deep in the book; so deep that he did not raise his head when she came in – did not even hear her when she asked reproachfully where he kept the mustard now.


In Gower Street, Bloomsbury, stands, as you may or may not know, University College; and there swarm students of all degrees; students of Art and Literature, and Law and Language, Medicine and Chemistry, and Engineering and Semitic Epigraphy, Physics and Mathematics; young men and women of all types and tastes. Some of them desire to learn and some desire to appear to have learnt, but all, or almost all, desire, deeply and with the whole heart, to enjoy themselves. This they do, each in his own way. You have heard of the strawberry teas; perhaps you have passed along Gower Street, gazed curiously through the iron railings, and beheld young women in bright muslins adorning the steps and the greensward in front of the Art School, and dispensing tea and chatter to lounging youths. You cannot be ignorant of the brilliance and charm of Slade dances; and the story of the Brown Dog statue is next door to history. But there are other ways in which the students of University College seek to wring the full perfume from life. There used to be clubs: one, I remember, met in two horrid little rooms over a railway collecting-office near Euston, and gave musical teas. There were never enough cups, and the things to eat were like Lockhart’s things, but I believe the members thought they were living their own lives – always an invigorating conviction. And there was another club where they had bent-wood chairs and smoking was forbidden. But that was very select, and I never went to it. Besides the clubs, there are Societies – Debating Societies and Critical Societies, the Chemical and Physical Society, the Christian Association, the Literary Society, where people go for tea and gas, the Natural Science, which is very young and takes itself seriously, and the Mathematical Society, which is serious.


The members of the Septet, for which Rose Royal was laying the table, had all “lived their own lives” in most of the respectable ways dictated by the student convention. They had had, and given, strawberry teas, they had got up dances, they had opened debates on Capital Punishment and the Right of Women to the Suffrage. One had even read a paper on “Bacon: our Shakespeare” to an exasperated Literary Society. In living, even your own life, you do, as the proverb says, learn. These young people had learned several things, the most important being that clubs and societies are things which bores infest. Further, that they none of them bored each other. Acting on these two discoveries, they formed a society of their own, whose membership should be strictly limited to eight, and those eight the founders. Now that Sullivan had gone to America, there were only seven, and these met every Tuesday in term time at the rooms of one or other of them, ate together, drank together, and took it in turns to suggest the evening’s amusement. And it was a point of honour with the Septet to carry out the suggestion made by the Ruler of the Evening. They had done most of the amusing silly things you can think of, from making toffee over Rose Royal’s studio fire, to going from Hammersmith to Gravesend on a stone-barge. And in the intervals of doing the silly amusing things, they talked and talked and talked, which always sounds dull, but sometimes isn’t. And they all got to know each other very well indeed.


“Where do you keep the mustard now?” repeated Rose, and William, with the book in his hand, got up and found the mustard, in its right place of course, and went back to his reading-chair without a word.


And then there came other steps on the stairs, and Rose snatched the book from Mr. Bats.


“Is it any good?” she asked; “it looks like a lunatic’s diary in cypher.”


“It’s all right,” said Mr. Bats; “but it’s not much use to Tony. He can’t read it.”


“Can you? “she asked.


“More or less, given time,” he told her. “But present it. The name and the coat-of-arms will be enough to endear it.”


Then Anthony Drelincourt came in, and the rest of the members followed him so quickly that there was no time to present the book before they all arrived, all talking, and all talking at once.


And now you see them seated at the long narrow table, Bats at one end and Drelincourt at the other. Rose at Anthony’s right hand, and on his left Linda Smith, small, delicate, pale, with fair hair, and an embroidery of soft blues and purples round the shoulders of her gown of soft green. It is Linda’s trade to make embroidered dresses.


“Oh yes, I went to the Slade, and I meant to be an artist,” she will tell you (if she likes you well enough to tell you anything), “but I soon found there was no money in it,” she will add with the jolly laugh that is such an odd surprise from that thin-lipped, severely cut mouth, “and I’m not doing so badly.”


Just now she is pleased with her dress. Also she is pleased that she is sitting next to Anthony and opposite Rose.


On her other side is Wilfred Wilton; he is just going up for his final, and the others find it amusing to call him Doctor.


Esther Raven sits by William Bats. She has her trade, like the rest, and her trade is journalism. She is a regular contributor to Home Drivel and Woman in Chains. In secret she writes verses, and is very sorry that she was not born beautiful. She wears tweed coats and skirts, and knows that they do not suit her.


There is one other man. They call him the Outsider and the Copy Cat, and he laughs and does not mind. He never thinks of anything for himself, but he is quite good at carrying out other people’s ideas. He is very kind and admiring and soothing. William Bats once got him out of a scrape, and it was like saving a dog – a very nice, thoroughbred dog – from drowning. He has no trade, and has more money than any of the others. That is why he is always shabbier than they are. He tries to live up to them and their poverty, and is very grateful to them for receiving him on terms of equality in spite of his money. His name is Mullinger, and his father was Mullinger’s Matchless Vermin Killer, Swift and Sure. You know the poster? – rats, mice, bats, and smaller things that creep and jump, and fly and bite, all done very large and plain on a pale blue background, with the motto, “Death to Pests: harmless to children and domestic animals.”


These were the seven young people who ate and drank, and talked and laughed in the back-room of Mr. William Bats on that March evening. You will have noticed, perhaps with a pained surprise, that I have omitted to name or describe the chaperon. Well – there wasn’t one. Among young people who work, or are training to work, for their living, the idea has somehow ceased to obtain that when seven young people spend an evening together, the fires of youth blaze up so fiercely that only a wet blanket can avert the regrettable.


When the meal was over, they washed up in the little kitchen, and William Bats saw to it that each crock and cup, and spoon and glass returned to its appointed place.


And then they grouped themselves about the sitting-room, Rose and Linda lounging on the divan, Esther very upright on a high-backed chair, smoking cigarettes and wishing she had been born picturesque.


In the middle of the half circle round the fire sat Drelincourt, who is, I suppose, the hero of this romance. At any rate it was to him that most of the happenings came. Women said he was interesting. This meant that he was pale and thin and dark, and had grey eyes that did not always see what they seemed to be looking at. His hands were long and thin, and his face was clean-shaven, and a little hollow in the cheek.


He rapped on the arm of his Windsor chair.


“The business of the evening will now begin,” he said; “Miss Raven has kindly consented to address the meeting.”


“Don’t be silly,” said Miss Raven. “I know it is my turn to say what we shall do tonight. But the fire’s so ripping. My landlady’s callous – no fires after March. She has the chimneys swept on the first. Couldn’t we just sit here and jaw?”


“Forbidden by the rules,” said more than one voice. “Sloth and luxury,” said William Bats regretfully, “are shocking vices.”


“Well, then,” said Miss Raven, “suppose we pretend we’re in a Dickens Christmas Number, and each tell the sad sweet story of our lives.”


“We shouldn’t have time to make them up,” said Rose.


“No, we shouldn’t – should we?” said the Outsider thoughtfully.


“Well, then, let’s each tell a story that’s not the sad sweet, and write them afterwards, and print them and divide the money.”


“The Monolith has cured most of us of that illusion. But I suppose the fact that you get paid for your stuff blinds you to the fact that other people don’t.”


“I could tell you a dissecting-room story,” said the doctor, “but—”


“No you don’t,” said Anthony firmly. “Miss Raven will now come to the point of her remarks. So far, I find myself in entire agreement with the lecturer. If we could do anything that would end in our dividing any money, I for one should ask no better of Fate. I may remind the meeting that the chairman’s watch and chain have been in seclusion since last April.”


“Beastly bad form to brag about your jewellery,” said Wilton.


“There’s a certain affluence attached to a state in which one no longer needs one’s medical library,” said the chairman. “Proceed, Miss Raven.”


“Well, look here,” said Miss Raven, “I’ll tell you what—” and stopped short.


“No hurry,” said the chairman, settling his back against the Windsor chair.


“All right! I’ll think of something in a minute. Look here! Let’s all answer advertisements. ‘Home work. How to make fifty pounds a week in your spare time without hindrance to present employment.’”


“I’ve done that,” said Linda. “It turned out to be sewing jet beads onto net to dress fat Jewesses in. You might earn five shillings a week if you really stuck at it.”


“Chair!” said Drelincourt. “Is this really your decision, Miss Raven? Is this the way in which you decree that seven sane persons shall spend an evening which, once wasted, can never be recalled?”


“I can’t think of anything else,” she said. “Do stop rotting, Tony. If you can think of anything else, say so. If not—”


“As chairman of the evening,” said he, “I am expressly debarred from thinking. Rather will I call upon Mr. William Bats to produce seven pens, seven inks, and seven sheets of notepaper, seven envelopes, and seven copies of the Daily Whatsitsname.”


“You’ll have to send out for those,” said Mr. Bats.


“I’ll go,” said Mullinger, getting up at once.


“It’s all right,” Miss Raven assured him. “I bought seven evening papers, all different.”


“And suppose we’d agreed to sit and jaw as you suggested?” Linda asked.


“That would have been cheap at threepence halfpenny, don’t you think?”


And now with rustlings and white wavings the company vanished behind newspapers.


“Of course,” said Miss Raven warningly, “we aren’t to tell each other what advertisement we answer.”


“And suppose we all answer the same one?”


“The more the merrier.”


“This,” said Rose over the top of her paper, “is the dullest game I ever played.”


“Oh no!” Linda protested: “dull? How can you?”


“By the way,” Mr. Bats asked carelessly, “may we answer any advertisement, or only the ones about spare time?”


“Oh, any,” answered Miss Raven, absorbed in her paper.


“Right-o!” said Mr. Bats, “I shall answer an agony one.”


But no one paid any attention. And presently pens scratched, and wandering eyes, vaguely seeking the right word, met and fixed other eyes in that blank mutual glare which attains perfection only across a writing-table.


And when all the letters were written, Miss Raven collected all the newspapers and put them away neatly.


“Girl after my own heart!” said Mr. William Bats.


“I only do it to avoid fuss,” said Miss Raven, “not because I’m really tidy.”


“It shall go no further,” said Bats.


“Now all the letters are done, we can jaw,” said Linda luxuriously. “Anthony shall play to us.”


She reached down the old viol-di-gamba which hung on the wall, as it had once hung on the wall of a great lady’s ante-room in the days when James the First was king, for the entertainment of guests waiting for an audience.


“Why, where is he?”


“He wrote his letter and stamped it, and took it and went ten minutes ago,” said Mr. Bats, “only you were all so busy you never noticed him.”


Miss Royal opened her lips, and shut them again without speaking, and Mr. Bats said, also without speaking, “Yes, I know you saw him go.”


“He whispered a parting word in my ear,” Mr. Bats went on; “two in fact. ‘Blazing headache’ was what he said.”


“I’m afraid the advertisement game bored him,” said Miss Raven, “but I really couldn’t think of anything else.”


“He’s been looking ill for a long time,” said Linda Smith; “he ought to see a doctor.”


“He’s seen me,” said Wilton, “and I’ve seen him. What he wants is what we all want.”


“What’s that?”


“A settled income,” said the doctor.


“Yes, isn’t it a shame?” Miss Raven said; “here’s a man, really a genius in his own line, they say, hung up every half minute for want of money – money for chemicals and instruments and things. It’s enough to give anyone a headache.”


“He can work at the College Lab., you know,” Wilton reminded her.


“Not his sort of work,” said the Outsider. “The things he’s got at Malacca must have cost pounds and pounds.”


“I only wish someone would leave one of us a fortune; we’d make it all right for him then,” said Linda.


“You know very well he wouldn’t let you,” said Rose.


“No, indeed,” said Mullinger in a heartfelt tone, so that everyone looked kindly at him.


“One never knows whether he means what he says,” said Linda thoughtfully. “He told me the other day that, if he couldn’t soon pull off some experiment, or other – you know, the one he’s always just going to pull off, and then he doesn’t – if he couldn’t pull that off he should join an Arctic expedition and become a naturalised Eskimo.”


“Of course he didn’t mean it,” said Miss Royal a little sharply.


“You never know,” said Linda perseveringly.


“Well, don’t let his absence cast a blight,” said Bats. “Esther, have some more cigarettes. Take a lot, take two; and let’s enjoy ourselves. Wilton, just buttle a little, will you? There’s some claret left on the dresser. And I’ll get out the cherry brandy. Let us drink Mr. Anthony Drelincourt’s health again. Begone, dull care!”


“Yes, let’s,” said everyone. But all the same everyone had left before eleven, and in rather low spirits.


“Some evenings are like that, you know. All flat, somehow,” said Linda at the corner of the Tottenham Court Road where you wait for omnibuses.


“Oh! do you think so?” Rose roused herself to say gaily. “Why, I’ve enjoyed myself most awfully. Good night, dear.”


Still smiling, she sprang to the step of her moving omnibus, and found a seat. A grizzled South Sea missionary opposite her thought he had never seen so gay and beautiful a face. He turned his eyes away because one must not stare – at white people anyhow. The next time he ventured to look at her he knew, with a sudden shock, that he had never seen a face so beautiful and so sad.


Mr. William Bats, left alone, was re-reading the inscription on a slip of paper which Anthony Drelincourt had silently laid before him at the moment of whispering in his ear that lie about the headache.



“Come straight on to me as soon as the others go,” it said. “Something very odd has happened. I want to tell you. Don’t let anything stop your coming. – A. D.”





IV



      The Advertisement





“Come along in, do,” said Anthony, holding the door open at the top of the stairs; “I thought you were never coming. Did you lock the gate and the front door?”


“Yes,” said William Bats, “I did. And I’m tired and cross, and it’s late, and this is a hell of a place to get to, Tony. It’s not many chaps—”


“No, I know. The fire’s burning up. Make yourself comfortable.” He set the bottle and glasses on the work-table. “Because I propose to tell you things, and it may take some time.”


Bats was sniffing at a couple of limp red roses that lay beside a contented-looking pot of violets on the table.


“Yes,” said Drelincourt, “and that’s another thing. She put them there – my wretched birthday, you know – I wrote my name in some idiotic little book – jolly kind of her, and all that. She’s always doing nice things. And I wish she wouldn’t.”


“Makes you feel small, eh? Considering how little you do for other people.”


“Makes me feel helpless and resentful,” Drelincourt answered; “mother’s-little-boy feeling, don’t you know? You feel she’ll know it if you get your feet wet.”


“You don’t know it when you’re well off,” said the other. “You don’t deserve—”


“Well, I said it was jolly kind of her, didn’t I? And if there was anything I could do for her, I would. But there isn’t. And that’s what makes it so hateful.”


“If,” said William Bats, beginning to light his pipe, “you brought me to this beastly hole to tell me that Rose Royal was jolly kind, and you were jolly ungrateful, you needn’t have troubled. I could have been trusted to find out a little thing like that for myself.”


“But she is,” said Drelincourt with a sort of wilful stupidness. “It’s not only me. She’s looking after all the brutes who are in those houses she owns, as well as the biscuit boys. She’s lowered their rents, and given each house a fireguard because of the kids, and a brass paraffin lamp because glass receivers are dangerous. She’s started a sewing class and a competitive baby exam on Saturdays. She’s jolly kind.”


“Now, I wonder,” Mr. Bats asked himself, “whether this is because she really does fill his mind so that he must talk about her, or whether he’s just doing it because he must talk about anything rather than the thing his mind is full of?” Aloud he said:


“Carried unanimously. And then—”


“Look here,” said Drelincourt, laying down the pipe he had been pretending to light; “we’ve always got on pretty well together.”


“Ever since we was boys,” said the other. “I have nine pounds seventeen in the bank, if that’s any good.”


“It isn’t, thanks,” said Drelincourt. “Look here,” he said again, and took up the pipe. “I must talk about it to someone, and I can’t think of anyone but you.”


“Flattered, and all that,” said Bats.


And again everything hung fire. It is like that sometimes, you know. One wants to talk, the other wants to listen, and yet it’s impossible. The atmosphere is wrong, somehow. Vague remembrances came to Bats of things he had heard about the methods of priests at the confessions of shy penitents.


“Look here,” he said; “it’s not money, you say?”


“Not more than it always is. My mother left me a little money, you know. I’ve been spending the capital, and there’s precious little left, but it’s not that. No.”


“It’s not Rose?”


“Not more than usual.”


“Some other girl. Some woman?”


“No,” said Drelincourt. “Good Lord, no!”


The Father Confessor would probably have been able to think of other things that it might be, but William Bats could not; he had not been trained to the profession of confessor.


“Oh, spit it out,” he said wearily. “I never guessed a riddle in my life.”


“You see,” said Drelincourt, “there’s rather a lot in it. I don’t know where to begin.”


“Begin in the middle,” said his friend.


“All right, I will. You know that silly answering advertisements? Well, I was looking for one to answer, and I found one, by Jove!”


He took the folded paper from the pocket of his great-coat, peered at it a moment, and handed it to Bats, who read:


“If Anthony Drelincourt, son of Bartholomew Drelincourt, will communicate with Messrs. Wigram and Bucks, Solicitors, Lewes, he will hear of something to his advantage.”


“Well?” he said, “it looks like the long-lost heir possibility cropping up again. You’ll apply in person tomorrow, of course.”


“Shall I?” said Drelincourt slowly, “shall I? That’s just it.”


“Why not?”


“Well, I don’t know whether they mean me. And if they do mean me, I don’t know what they want me for.”


“For your advantage, of course. And you are the son of Bartholomew Drelincourt, aren’t you?”


“Suppose I am; suppose it was to my advantage; suppose it was money – lots of it; that would be all right. But suppose it meant perhaps just a little money, and being bothered with relations I’ve never seen. It would play the deuce with my work. And you know, Bill, I’m on the edge of something big this time. Yes – I know I’ve said that before, but this time there’s something different. I wouldn’t have that interfered with, for all the advantages that all the solicitors in England could offer.”


“You’re sure this time?”


“Hang it, man!” – Drelincourt stretched his feet to the fire which had grown red and comforting – “don’t throw my failures in my face. I know you think it’s rubbish, but those old alchemists weren’t such fools as you think.”


“True,” said Bats; “how do we know there isn’t an elixir of life and a philosopher’s stone into the bargain?”


“Laugh if you like, if it amuses you, but I couldn’t have my work interfered with. On the other hand, perhaps I’m not the man that the advantages are for. I’ve never told anyone what I’m going to tell you, but I want to tell you.”


“Fire ahead.”


“I’ve never had any relations but my mother. We lived very quietly at Lewisham, you know. Her father left her a little – the interest was just enough to keep us. He was killed out hunting when I was quite a baby. He was a farmer. My own father was killed in the Zulu war in 1885, so I don’t remember him. My mother used to talk about him to me when I was quite a kiddie, but after I began to go to school she would not talk about him any more. But once she told me that she hated all his relations. There was no portrait of him about the house. But after my mother died – I was fifteen then – I found a portrait of him in her desk, and a snuff-box that I remembered I had seen when I was a little chap, and she’d told me it was my grandfather’s. It had a coat-of-arms on it, and I found out that it was the coat of the Drelincourts, and I looked them up in Burke, and there was a Bartholomew Drelincourt, younger son of the Baronet, who died in 1885.”


“Well, that’s all right.”


“Is it? You see, Burke says he died unmarried.”


There was a silence. Then:


“I see,” said Bats.


“You see,” Drelincourt repeated, his eyes on the fire, “if it wasn’t all right about my mother, I’d rather not know it. Because if she’d wanted me to know it she’d have told me. I don’t want to find out things she didn’t want me to know. For myself, of course, nothing could make any difference. I knew her. She was the best—” He stopped. “All the same, it would be pleasant to be quite sure that one’s father wasn’t a scoundrel.”


“I see,” said Bats again.


“I’ve been thinking it over for the last two or three hours,” said Drelincourt. “And I see that I can’t write. Don’t you think I could sort of go disguised, you know – no, I don’t mean a false beard and glasses; I mean just not giving my real name till I saw what was up. I thought if you’d give me one of your cards – would you mind? Then I’d go down to Lewes and see.”


“I see.”


“But there’s another difficulty. I feel in my bones that if I went away for more than a day – and if I once get caught in the machinery – law business and so on, I might not be able to get back at once. If I went away for more than a day, that girl would tidy up this place and have it cleaned out.”


“Well?”


“Well, I shouldn’t mind so much about this floor. But the ground floor. You know one has to make experiments if one is ever to find out anything. And if she got into the downstairs rooms and found a dead guinea-pig or a dissecting-knife – well, you know what girls are.”


“Lock it up,” suggested Bats.


“I lock this up. But she got in with those roses.


I suppose she has duplicate keys or something. No, the only thing is, could you come and stay here while I’m away. I might only be away a few hours. But would you come?”


“Of course,” said Bats, and a soft warmth that was not that of the coal-fire crept to neck and cheek, “certainly I would.”


“You know I’ve got all sorts of things going on. There are one or two things I should have to ask you to do for me, and things to attend to. There’s a monkey that has to be fed. Oh no” – in answer to a little shrug of the other’s shoulders – “he’s all right – jolly as a sandboy. You aren’t going to begin believing those Brown Dog stories at this time of day, Bill?”


“All right,” said Bats, “just show me what to do. I’ll be here by ten tomorrow if that’s all right.”


“You don’t think I’m a fool not to just write a letter and jump at the ‘advantage’ whatever it is?” Drelincourt asked a little wistfully.


“On the contrary,” said Bats, rousing himself from his thoughts, “I’m lost in admiration of a caution and foresight hitherto quite foreign to your character. Yes, thanks. Two fingers, and half the soda – oh – well, water, then.”


“And you won’t let anyone in while I’m away. Not even Rose?”


“Not even Rose,” said William Bats, picking up his great-coat.


Drelincourt turned to feel in the pocket of his.


“By the way,” he said, “before you go; I found this in my pocket, coming home. It’s from Rose, a birthday present. It looks interesting, only I can’t make anything out of it. And it’s got the Drelincourt arms in.”


Bats took the book.


“Yes, she showed it to me. About the properties of precious stones. And the manuscript pages at the end? They’re in cypher, of course.”


“Well, I’ll leave it for you to look at. Perhaps some of your Bacon-Shakespeare cypher will fit it.”


“It’s probably about your sort of subject,” said Bats. “All right, I’ll see if I can make anything out of it. And I say, old chap,” he added, pausing by the door; “of course, if it is a piece of luck – well, I’m jolly glad and all that, don’t you know?”


And on that he went. When he got home the fire was nearly out. But he roused it cunningly, and when its heart was red again, he burned in it two soft fading red roses.



V



      Family Secrets





Toy-shops look innocent enough. But you never know. It was from a toy-shop that came the guiding inspiration of Anthony Drelincourt’s life. Bookshops are dangerous, of course; they are full of ideas, and ideas are explosive. And the bookshops came in later, and did their part. But the very beginning of all was the toy-shop.


Looking back into the past, as one looks at things through the wrong end of a telescope, Anthony could see himself a little boy in a little bed in a little room in a little house in Lewisham. The little boy was cool and comfortable now, but there had been days and nights when everything had been otherwise. In a word, he had had the measles. And now he was what his mother called “nicely better,” and tomorrow was his birthday, and Mother had been to London on purpose to buy him a present; and there it was, large and rectilinear on the chest of drawers, between the medicine bottle and the embossed green plate with grapes on it.


“I won’t see it till tomorrow, shall I, Mother?” he asked.


“No, dearest,” said his mother; “tomorrow’s your birthday, you know.”


“Yes,” said little Tony, deliberate and thoughtful.


“I do hope you’ll like it,” said she wistfully.


It is dreadful when you save up to buy a present for your little boy, go without a few things that you want rather badly, so as to have enough money to buy it; spend an hour of agonised indecision among the bewildering temptations of Hamley’s; and then, after all, your little boy rewards you with a lifeless “Thank you,” and you perceive that he is disappointed, and would much rather have tin soldiers for his birthday present.


“Mother,” said Anthony, “I’ve thought of a new game. You think of something, and I’ll try to guess what it is. Like ‘Twenty Questions,’ you know.”


“Very well; I’ve thought of something.”


“Is it my present?”


“No.”


“Oh, but it must be! I don’t want to play unless it’s my present you’re thinking of. Now you are, aren’t you?”


And she was, of course.


“Is it wood?”


“Partly.”


“But you ought to say just only Yes or No.”


“I can’t when it isn’t.”


“Well, then, is it blocks?”


“No; you’ve got lots of blocks, Tony.”


“Bricks?”


“They’re all wood, and you’ve got lots of them too.”


“No, they aren’t. There’s little bits of glass in the windows.”


“Well, it isn’t bricks, dear.”


“It it puzzle maps?”


“No; you’ve got all the nice ones.”


And indeed he had; for this denying oneself to get presents for the child was no new game to the child’s mother.


“Is it metal?”


“Partly.”


“Not tops?”


“No.”


“Railways?”


“No.”


“A paint-box? No, it’s too big. There couldn’t be a paint-box so beautiful big as all that, could there, Mother?”


“I don’t know,” she laughed; “there might be. Only there isn’t this time. You’ll never guess. I will make you comfy now, and then you’ll go to sleep, and it’ll be morning before you know where you are.”


“Will it?” he asked doubtfully. “Sometimes I know where I am long before it’s morning, and I keep knowing it for ages and ages.”


“Well, I’m going to wash you and make you all comfy for the night. We can go on playing just the same. It’s all sorts of different things,” she said, bringing the basin and the warm water with the seven drops of sweet scent in it. “Shut your eyes, or the soap will get into them.”


“Is it soldiers?” he asked with his eyes shut. “No, dear.”


“Not marbles?”


“Of course not.”


“Then I don’t see what it can be. I’ve thought of everything,” he said, through the towel. “Not quite.”


“It isn’t books?”


“No. Now your handies.”


“Not a model farm?”


“You’ve got that.”


“Do tell me. No, don’t tell me. I will guess.”


But the evening toilet was completed, and the gas was lowered to a blue bead, and Mother was gone down to her supper. And still he had not guessed.


And now he lay alone in the darkened room wondering, and the wonder made his head ache and his hands hot, and bed was not the comfortable place it had been.


“I’m sure it’s making me feverish,” he told himself. “Mother wouldn’t like me to be feverish. And I mustn’t be selfish and disturb her at her meals. Gwendolen said so.”


He sat up in the bed and listened. There was no sound in the house except the faint swish of Gwendolen’s scrubbing brush on the kitchen floor. She was late with her work that night, because she had sat with him while Mother was out.


“I’ll just take one little feel,” he said, and got out of bed. His legs felt soft and tingly, and it was difficult to stand up straight, but he held on to the bedpost, and got to the chest of drawers. He felt the parcel. There was a box in it. Beyond doubt a box. He tore the paper at the corner. A wooden shiny box. Parlour croquet, perhaps?


He pulled the box towards him, and the medicine bottle fell over softly on a pile of clean handkerchiefs. He pulled the box to the edge, and it fell heavily into his arms. He only just saved it from falling noisily onto the floor, and stood swaying and hugging it to him.


“I believe it’s carving tools,” said he, and reeled back with it to the bed. He had to lie there quietly for a few minutes, the sharp angles of the box running into side and arm, before he had strength to sit up and tear off the paper.


“I’ll tell Mother when she comes up,” he said. “She won’t mind if I tell her I couldn’t bear the suspense.”


The paper, scrabbled off by hot eager fingers, disclosed a polished wooden case. It had doors in the front that opened like the ones of stationery cabinets. Inside was much stuffing, tiny shavings, tow and tissue paper wrappings. Inside one of the doors a card, nailed at the corners. “The Young Chemists Practical Cabinet,” it said; “Contains Sixty Different Chemicals, with full instructions for use. With pestle and mortar.” He read no more, but began pulling the packets out.


There were little bottles and pill-boxes, and round wooden boxes, all neatly labelled. “Sulphate of Copper,” they said, and “Chromate of Potash,” and “Alum,” and interesting words like that. And there were little bottles which said the same sort of things in the same sort of language – a new and beautiful language, but to Tony, as yet, a foreign one. There was a pestle and mortar, and a graduated glass, and a little pair of wire tweezers, and a little pair of scales with tiny weights in tissue paper inside a pill-box, and there was one test-tube.


The things lay over the bed all mixed up with the tow, and Tony took up the blue-covered book of “full instructions.” Most of the instructions seemed difficult. But there was one: “If a piece of camphor be placed in a basin of pure water, and then ignited, it will dart about as though alive. If a drop of oil be placed in the water, the motion of the camphor will immediately cease.”


“I could try that,” said Tony. “I saw camphor just now.” He found the camphor in its pink and white pill-box, and there were matches. . . .


He drew himself from the bed as a dagger is drawn from the sheath, so as not to disturb the lovely freight of his counterpane, and stood on the mat beside. He reached the matches from the mantelpiece near his bed-head.


“I will light the camphor first,” he said, “and then take it to the basin.”


So he lighted the camphor, and it flared up with instant magnificence and burnt his fingers, so that he screamed and threw it from him. It fell among the tow and shavings on the bed, and instantly it was a bed of flames, that leaped up and hotly licked his face, and neck, and hands.


His mother was there before the echo of his scream had died away, and she and Gwendolen put the fire out. And Anthony’s burns were not very bad ones. But his mother would not buy him another Chemical Cabinet. Only when he first saw the laboratory at St. Edward’s he felt curiously at home. He had seen these sort of things before. And the mischief was done. That box had implanted in him the seed of an imperishable desire to mess about with chemicals. And the book that his schoolmistress sent for his birthday held another seed, from which grew another life-purpose, intertwining forever with the first, sometimes overgrown by the strong tendrils and heavy leaves of scientific attainments, but every now and then unfolding in the midst of all the things that everybody saw, sudden starry flowers that no one else could see. If that second life-purpose could ever have been imagined by the masters and professors who assisted in the development of the first, I don’t know what would have happened. Probably some well-meaning person would have tried to persuade his mother to place him in a home for the mentally afflicted. But he kept his secret, even from his mother, even, later, from Bats. He knew from the first, quite inexplicably and quite surely, that no one else would believe in it. He believed in it. Children have so many strange new things to believe, things that grown-ups tell them, about China and Peru, botany and geology, and the births of religions and the deaths of kings, that to believe a few things more, comes, as it were, in the day’s work. And as he grew older and perceived that things are not necessarily true because they are in printed books, it seemed to him that that secret belief of his was no more dreamlike and wonderful than the things they taught him about radium and electrons, and polarised light, and all the things that to the unscientific sound so like incredible fairy tales. The book the schoolmistress had sent was a book called something-or-other Magic – not for years did Anthony recall its real name – and it ought to have been a book called Natural Magic – a nice little childish book about birds’ eggs and spiders’ webs, and the respectable conduct of the ant. Only it wasn’t. By some error of the bookseller it was this other book. And before the error was discovered and rectified by the authorities, there had been born in the little Anthony a deep unassuageable desire, an almost ignorance that there was no ignoring, a longing beyond all mundane longings, for. . . what that book talked about. Beautiful things that you didn’t understand at all, but that made you think of other things. It was a wonderful book that made even sums interesting. Can one put the fascination more strongly? A book that made one long for it to be Revelations and not anything else for the second lesson in Church; that set one to reading one’s Bible in a way that made one’s mother weep tears of joy, pious and amazed; that lit the stars anew, and put new names to the dullest words, new crowns to the simplest numbers.


He had done wonders on the scientific side at St. Edward’s School, and when he left with a scholarship for University College, old Mug, the Headmaster, made him a little pleasant speech about Fame and Newton, and Faraday and original work and natural aptitude, a speech so flattering that he could never have repeated it to anyone except his mother. But his mother was dead.


He thought of that year after his mother’s death, and before his scholarship at University College. There had been another scholarship, a travelling one. And he had travelled, straight to a place that later, in the rush and tumble of his student life, he had not dared to think of – had only felt as one feels a hand in the dark. A quite ordinary place, a whitewashed villa in a little French town near the forest of Fontainebleau, with a walled garden above whose gate wistaria drooped, faintly purple like grapes in a dream, much sunlight, green shutters, the splendour and mystery of the forest, world-old rocks and world-old secrets, the disciple who enquired, the Master who knew.


Then came University College and hard facts, physics, mathematics, chemistry, life transfigured. And the call of the blood, recognised consciously and consciously not responded to. And the outside veneer of a life that was like acting a charade. And the steady purpose maturing, the growth of the idea, the development of the invention, the unfolding, leaf by leaf, of the wonder-flower of the world. Anthony felt that he was not one, but two; the physicist-chemist-mathematician, and that other thing that refused to be tied down and bound by a name. Also he was another thing – not a duad, but a triad. There was in him, deep and desperate, the desire to be as other men, to rejoice in their joys, grieve as they grieved. He summoned up the third Anthony when he said once to Bats:


“If I could only see what you fellows see in these actresses and people, I shouldn’t mind. But I can’t.”


“Neither can I,” said Bats. “At least I can. But I don’t want to see any more.”


“That’s just it,” said Anthony. “I don’t see. And I wish I could.”


He remembered all this now, as he sat staring out of the window of his third-class carriage at the woods and fields, pale in the March sunshine. He had the carriage to himself, and he remembered many things in that noisy quiet. He remembered his mother – little, thin, energetic, with bright eyes and smooth, hard, gentle, busy, little hands; and he understood just a little of the love that had wrapped the child round (as precious things are folded in cotton wool) to keep away all hard things that might hurt.


“I wish you were here,” he said aloud. “I hope you won’t mind what I’m doing. I hope that if you do mind, something will happen to prevent my finding out anything that you don’t want me to know.”


He often spoke to her. It seemed to him impossible that the love that had made so soft a nest should now have either ceased to be, or should be where it could no longer reach him.


“I don’t believe in death, you see,” he said once to Bats. “Things change, but they don’t cease to be. And some things don’t change: it’s the surroundings that change. You don’t persuade me that if you get near enough to people to love them, and go on loving them till you die, that then your love’s turned off like a tap. I’m not at all sure that dead people don’t stay near the people they love. You can’t prove that they don’t.”


“I can’t prove that you’re a morbid ass,” Bats answered, “and I don’t need to. I should have thought that your scientific rot would have knocked all that rot out of your head.”


“And this from one who can believe as many as six impossible things about Bacon and Shakespeare before breakfast! But why expect anything from a Baconian but a grunt?”


“And now you’re coarse, and not even original. That’s the kind of joke that all the Shakespearians like and the kind of argument they use.”


“But what I said about dead people was true, and you can’t prove it isn’t. You modern people think you know everything about life and death. Your old Francis wouldn’t have been so cocksure.”


“I’m an awkward idiot,” said Bats, answering something that was not the other’s speech. But all that had happened years ago.



    ~



Anthony had found out many things since then, things old and new; and now he was alone in the train, going perhaps to find out something very new indeed. He looked out across the grey green fields, where little old farm buildings lay humped up under leafless trees. The quiet and peace of the country reached out to him, and he wondered half wistfully how it would have been with him if his grandfather, the Sussex farmer, had not died in the hunting field. Would he have been brought up on the farm, to order the sowing and the reaping, and think only of the condition of beasts and the rotation of crops. He would have ridden to hounds like his grandfather, and come home tired and splashed to take off his muddy boots in the firelit farm-kitchen. Would he have ever wanted anything, not better but different? Would he have longed so to “find out” if it had not been for the box of mystery from the toy-shop?


“I think I should,” he said. “I think it’s like a fire in my blood. Something would have lighted the fire and set it blazing. Ah!”


A thrill ran through him; the train had swung round a curve, and a great shoulder of Down rose vast and quiet before his eyes. He looked, and loved it.


“And that’s in my blood, too,” he said, remembering that somewhere on those South Downs was the farm where his mother was born, and where, but for the stumble of a horse at a hedge, he might have lived his own life. He did not know where that farm was. She had never told him.


If he had been a farmer he would have married. He thought of the firelit farm-kitchen again, a woman coming in to put her arms round his neck, and ask if they had had a good run – a woman gentle, dark-eyed, fragile, enchanting, as no woman was that he had ever met.


No, a farmer’s wife would have had to be energetic, vital, managing and organising, a woman like Rose Royal. Then he thought of her for a little while. “Well, anyway I couldn’t afford to marry anyone now,” he told himself, “even if—” and stopped the thought there.


And then it was Lewes, and he was out of the train and beholding the full revelation of great curves and chalk cuttings, the massive splendour of the Down country.


He asked a porter the way to the office of Messrs. Wigram & Bucks, and went out into the streets. A girl fleeting by on a bicycle slowed down a little to look at him, and thought that he looked very sad, and that if a really nice girl were to be fond of him she could make a great difference in his life. This was exactly what every girl thought who ever came near enough to him to see his eyes. But the girl on the bicycle did not know this. She went by slowly, and even looked back at him, which is “not done,” and her bicycle swerved and ran over a stone, and she nearly fell off. So she said, “Serve me right,” and went on quickly, feeling hot and uncomfortable.


“What a fool he’ll think me,” she told herself. But he had not even seen her.


One lawyer’s office is very like another – the same smell of dusty leather, the same posters which, at the first glance, look like play-bills, but which really deal, not with the details of the drama, but with the sale of acres and stock and estates and messuages.


There is the same very young clerk, casual to exasperation, the same delay, the same certainty that the man you have come to see will have gone out to lunch.


Anthony had to wait, and through a partly-opened door he got a glimpse of Turkey carpet, roll-topped desk, and black tin boxes that had Drelincourt Estate on them in white letters.


“So it is my father’s people,” he told himself, and hated the thought of what he might have to hear. He imagined a repentant father providing on his death-bed for the son of the woman his youth had wronged. Anthony ground his teeth, and the clerk offered him the Lewes Gazette. Perhaps – his eyes occupied with its advertisement columns – his thoughts were still free, but he called them back and chained them to the leading article. He had finished this as well as the reports of a Conservative meeting, a bazaar, and the fire in the High Street, before the door swung open, and portly, frock-coated, high-hatted, a presence appeared in the doorway, passed Anthony with unseeing eyes, and disappeared into the inner room. The small clerk, alacritously obsequious, followed. There was a subdued murmur, the door was flung back, and Anthony, requested to step this way, stepped, “Mr. Drelincourt, sir,” said the small clerk, and went out, shutting the door, almost.


“Take a seat, Mr. Drelincourt,” said the august frock-coated one, got up from the chair, and closed the door quite.


Anthony took the client’s chair facing the light by the roll-topped desk, and looked across its angle at the large calm face of the solicitor who was rearranging papers on his desk. There was a silence. Anthony did not like his reception. He felt as might one who has been invited to dinner, and whose hostess should meet him with a tacit enquiry as to what had procured her this unexpected pleasure. So he broke the silence, and broke it curtly.


“I am here in response to your advertisement,” he said.


“Quite so, quite so,” said the solicitor, still arranging his papers.


There was another silence. Anthony rose.


“You seem to be busy,” he said; “please don’t trouble to explain why you advertised. Good morning.”


Mr. Wigram looked at him over his spectacles, and said:


“All in good time, Mr. Drelincourt. Pray resume your seat. I have here a paper of notes which concerns the matter in hand. Ah! here it is.”


Anthony sat down again, abashed by portly superiority.


“Ah, yes. Quite so. I advertised for Anthony Drelincourt. That is your name?”


“Yes,” said Anthony.


“The name of your mother?”


“Why do you want to know that?”


The solicitor raised fine eyebrows.


“The name of your father, then?”


“Before I tell you anything, I must know why you want to know.”


“And before I tell you anything,” said Mr. Wigram, laying down the papers with an air of finality, “you must give me some guarantee that you are the person whom you represent yourself to be. Have you your birth certificate? The certificate of the marriage of your parents? Any letters or mementoes of your parents to prove your identity?”


“I have no intention,” said Drelincourt deliberately, “of telling you anything until you have told me your reason for advertising.”


“It is,” said the lawyer, “something to your advantage, if you are the person for whom we advertised.”


“Our ideas of advantage may not be identical,” said Anthony.


“It is a question of property,” said Mr. Wigram.


“Quite so,” said Anthony, “and if you feel that you are doing your duty by advertising for me, and then refusing me any information when I call upon you, well – you and your conscience must settle it between you.”


“Come, come, Mr. Drelincourt,” the lawyer spoke with some warmth, “you cannot expect me to confide family secrets to you until you have shown me that you are a member of the family.”


“Oh! there’s a family secret, is there,” said Anthony; “well, I don’t think I want to hear it.”


Mr. Wigram supposed the young man to be mad; and at the same moment ceased to suppose him to be an impostor.


“There is family property awaiting Mr. Anthony Drelincourt,” he said.


Anthony looked at him.


“You mean there’s money left to me?”


“Mr. Anthony Drelincourt inherits money – yes.”


“Well, if I can’t have it without hearing something I’d rather not hear, I’d rather not have it.”


“You can’t expect me to know what you’d rather not hear, don’t you know?” said the lawyer, dropping, in his mystification, into the colloquial.


Anthony wondered whether he was being more than usually silly. Surely if there were anything – he looked at the other man, and saw no embarrassment behind that calm mask, no intolerable knowingness, no insolent pity.


“He looks just ordinary,” Anthony told himself. But he was not skilled in the penetration of the masks of solicitors. What the other man was thinking was:


“Mad as a hatter. Well, that’s evidence, as far as it goes. They all have bees of one kind or other in their bonnets.”


“What I mean,” said Anthony, twisting his hands between his knees, “is that I don’t want to hear anything about dead people that they’d rather I didn’t hear. If this money was left by someone who did wrong, and then was sorry – look here, I won’t have the money at all. I’m sorry I came. I’ll go. Let the rightful heirs have it.”


He got up so quickly that Mr. Wigram had to get up too, and catch him by the arm to keep him from going. And on Mr. Wigram’s face was the decorous smile of sudden and complete enlightenment.


“My dear sir,” he said, “we seem to have been at cross-purposes. There is nothing, absolutely nothing, to cause you a moment’s uneasiness. If you can establish your identity – as I feel sure you can,” he added comfortably, “you inherit by succession a title and a considerable property. You are a very fortunate young gentleman. Now be reasonable, my dear sir. Sit down, and tell me all about yourself. Where you were born, for instance?”


“Somewhere near here, I believe,” Anthony answered.


“Good,” the other nodded. “Your mother’s name was—?”


“Frewen. Her father was a farmer somewhere near here.”


“Quite so. And your father?”


“He died in the Zulu war in 1881.”


“Exactly. Then it is only a matter of a few certificates – easily obtainable.”


“I haven’t my mother’s marriage certificate,” said Anthony, not having meant to say anything of the kind.


“But I have,” said Mr. Wigram. “There is no reasonable doubt, my dear sir, that you are the heir to the Drelincourt title and estates.”


Anthony suddenly produced a silver snuff-box.


“These are my father’s arms, I believe,” he said.


“Quite so, quite so,” said the solicitor. “And now,” he said, “do you wish to hear the family secrets? Your mother’s marriage certificate is in that black box,” he added, hastily forestalling some possible imminent Quixotry.


“If you please,” said Anthony.


“Your father,” said the solicitor, “was the youngest son of Sir Hamnet Drelincourt. He married in defiance of his father’s wishes, and Sir Hamnet Drelincourt refused to recognise your father’s wife, or to make the young couple any allowance. When your father, Mr. Bartholomew Drelincourt, was killed in the Zulu war, your paternal grandfather wrote to your mother offering her an allowance on condition that she took another name, and never claimed for you any relationship with your father’s family.”


“Brute!” said the grandson.


“De mortuis—” said the solicitor. “Your mother indignantly refused. And before time had had – in short – time to soften these regrettable animosities, your maternal grandfather – by the way, do you know how he met his death?”


“In the hunting field,” said Anthony. “Go on.”


“Quite so,” said Mr. Wigram, “and on his decease your mother disappeared and could not be traced.”


“I don’t suppose they tried much,” said Anthony.


“Perhaps their efforts were not very whole-hearted,” Mr. Wigram admitted. “At any rate, she, with her baby, disappeared. On the death of Sir Hamnet Drelincourt, his eldest son succeeded; the second and third sons have succumbed to the lot of all men.


“You mean they died?”


“Quite so. Without issue. And now, on the decease of Sir Jocelyn, your paternal uncle, the title and the property devolve upon the eldest son of the late Bartholomew Drelincourt. I feel convinced that a few simple formalities will establish your claim, which, indeed, there is none to dispute. Sir Anthony Drelincourt, allow me to congratulate you.”


“Is there much money?” Anthony asked across the sudden handshake.


“The estates bring in something between six and seven thousand a year, and the late Sir Jocelyn Drelincourt having lived well within his income, there is a considerable amount invested in sound securities.”


“You mean,” said Anthony abruptly, “that I am rich, and I am Sir Anthony Drelincourt.”


“I believe that to be the case. A very few days will suffice to make everything quite certain.”


Anthony smiled for the first time during the interview.


“I’m glad,” he said. “I’m afraid I behaved rather foolishly just now, but – but—”


“Not another word,” said the solicitor. “My dear Sir Anthony, I understand perfectly.”


“Not you,” said Anthony to himself.


But of course Mr. Wigram did understand thoroughly. Anthony, on the other hand, did not even begin to understand what it was which he so suddenly and astonishingly inherited.



VI



      All Nonsense





“Here’s some coffee!”


“Hold on a minute.”


Rose Royal stood at the top of the rickety wooden stairs holding a tray. William Bats responded from the other side of the locked laboratory door, which presently he opened a very little.


“Aren’t you going to let me in?” she asked, standing radiant and distracting with the tray in her hands.


“No,” said William Bats, reaching for the tray; “but if you’ll let me carry this back to your house and invite me to share it—”


“You’re sillier than I should have believed possible, even for a Baconian,” said Rose Royal; “and why mayn’t I come in, please? Tony always lets me.”


“Tony’s not here, and his last conscious words ere leaving this scene expressly forbade it.”


“Nonsense! Why?”


“He is experimenting on the brains of mummies, and he knows you would turn their heads; and just now it is most important that they should preserve their agelong immobility.”


“And you know that’s nonsense.”


“Granted, lidy! But it has a lining of sense – a doublure, as the French have it. He really has some experiments going. And you know he’s morbidly sensitive about his experiments.”


“How silly! Of course, I shouldn’t touch any of his wretched experiments.”


“You’d put things down on things; you always do.”


“No, but really – oh, take the tray if you like. There isn’t really anything, is there? Guinea-pigs without brains, or anything horrible like that?”


“Agreeable Rose, please don’t. You know our Anthony’s tender sympathetic nature. Give me the tray.”


“The coffee’s getting cold,” she said; “let me come in and talk.”


Bats closed the door, and its Yale lock clicked softly. Then he sat down abruptly against it. “Sit on the stairs,” he said. “If you won’t invite me to your house, we’ll have a picnic.”


“Yes; but—” she said, letting him take the tray and sinking among green draperies on the top step. “I don’t want guinea-pigs to be cut up.”


“You’re not alone in the kindly thought. But pour out the coffee. We’re not here to discuss guinea-pigs. Though if it hadn’t been for them, Linda would probably have gone out that time she had diphtheria.”


“The question is, whether it wouldn’t have been better for – yes, even for Linda to die than to have those poor little beasts, thousands of them, tortured—”


“They aren’t tortured. Don’t be silly. No, don’t fetch a cup; I prefer to drink out of the saucer. And think of the things you accept without turning a hair. Have you ever been made at all uncomfortable by Harvey’s theory of the Circulation of the Blood?”


“Of course not,” said Rose, pouring coffee. “Why?”


“Oh, nothing. Only he left some notes of his methods. Most explicit. They daren’t publish them. There were no anaesthetics in those days, Rose.”


She shuddered.


“I don’t believe it,” she said.


“Shall I describe the pavilion at the end of the garden where he kept his subjects – till he was ready for them? The good time he gave them until he was ready. The sudden summons. The—”


“I do hate you,” she said. “You don’t mean that Tony—”


“On the contrary. That’s just what I’m trying to make you see. All the great big cruel experiments are over; and you never knew. And now whatever’s done doesn’t hurt. And anyhow, Anthony doesn’t keep guinea-pigs, and why row? And it’s very draughty, too. Won’t you ask me to come to your house, kind lidy?”


“No,” she said firmly. “Either let me in, or we’ll sit here and drink our coffee and catch our deaths of—”


“Mademoiselle en est l’arbitre,” he said. And she told him she had not known that he knew his Villette.


And they drank their coffee and were gay. And then the biscuit boys came, and he entertained them. And Rose sent off a telegram by one of the biscuit boys. And presently a telegram came to her: “Please send drawings at once. Glorious Weekly.”


And when she asked William Bats what on earth she was to do since she had no one to send with the drawings, he made the obvious suggestion and locked up the laboratory; and she gave him a brown paper parcel and saw him off at the gate.


The moment he was out of sight she got rid of the biscuit boys, and, key in hand, flew to the door of Anthony’s laboratory. She opened it, and went in. There were some violets, withered and ill-smelling, in a squat bowl. Nothing else which, with the best will in the world, she could connect with anything vital and real.


“What on earth did he make such a fuss for, then?” she asked. The place looked just as it always looked, only tidier in the oasis where the table and chairs were, because William Bats was living in it and not Drelincourt. She sat down in the armchair and pleated the faded silk of the work-table in her fingers, and wondered whether it had belonged to Anthony’s mother. And then she thought of Anthony, if that can be called thinking which is no ordered sequence of ideas but only confused hopes, dreams, and longings strung at random on the string of memory.


He had been gone now three days. He had sent a long telegram to William Bats saying, “All right,” and asking for a portmanteau and clothes to be sent by passenger train to Lewes. Rose had wondered why he had gone to Lewes, and William Bats had let her wonder. Whatever it was, he ought to be home soon. When he came she would ask him to dinner – a very nice dinner – and get the whole story out of him: why he had gone away, and where he had been, and who he had been with? Relations possibly. But she had never heard that he had any relations. Cousins, perhaps; girl cousins.


“Nonsense,” she told herself. “You can’t expect him to live in a glass case and never even see other girls. Don’t be an idiot.”


But you know the sort of things that girls think. And time went on.


The sound of boots on the flagstones outside made her start guiltily.


“William! He’s come back for something.” And at once she felt that distressing hollow sensation which is the portion of the thoroughly found out. Anthony had not wanted her to come in, and she had come. It was a mean thing to do, and now William Bats would know. And she had not found anything out either. So that she was not only mean but silly. And now the boots were on the stairs.


She sprang up. She must go. Better meet him on the stairs than here. It was on the landing that she met – not Mr. Bats, but another.


“Oh, how do you do?” she said.


“I seek Mr. Bats,” said the other. “He gave me this address, and I have business in this part, so I come to show him a book of beauty – the De Augmentis, 1623 edition, with marginal notes by the hand of the great Bacon himself written.”


“He’s not in,” said Rose; “will you leave the book in case he wants to buy it?”


“No, no,” the other laughed. “He will not buy it. It is for the very rich or the public library. I only come to show it. He love to see the beauty book, even if he cannot buy. And since I am here, Miss Royal, shall I tell that fortune of the which we speak?”


“Oh, Mr. Abrahamson!” said Rose; “thank you, but – yes – I should love it, only – yes, come over to my house. I live in the little house by the gate.”


“It is here,” said the bookseller, waving his hand towards the laboratory door; “it is here, that is the atmosphere congenial to the fortune-telling. Not in little houses by gates. We go in. Yes?”


“But I don’t think there are any cards here.”


“It is not with cards I tell today,” he said, and led the way into the quiet large room adorned with the gleaming machinery of science. After all, she could not explain that Anthony did not want her in his rooms – could not at any rate explain it to this old man already too well-informed in matters that she would have desired to keep secret even from herself.


He closed the door.


“What a place of wonder!” he said. “So must the rooms of old alchemists have been. Is it not? What miracles are the dreams of men!”


“I don’t believe in miracles,” she said.


“And yet you see them every day. Yes, and you work them,” he told her. “Your boy savages that you have trained. Oh! you do well not to believe in miracles.”


“They’re dear boys,” she said.


“They are what you are making them. We all shape each other’s destiny. And then the stupid-wise ones talk of praise and blame, and crime and virtue, and reward and punishment. And another thing I tell before I tell your fortune, there exists a young man who adores you.”


“That ought to be part of the fortune.”


“I think, indeed, it might be. But it is not the love-adoring. It is as you Christians adore your saints. He is not of your class.”


“I don’t know anyone,” she was beginning, but he interrupted.


“That makes nothing,” he said. “If someday you need a slave, a watch-dog. If your friend no longer lives here, and you need a – how do you say? – Take-carer for this building, then you tell me, and I tell you where to find a good watch-dog devoted to your service. And now sit you down here, Miss Royal, you who do not believe in miracles, and we shall try to show you one – a little pretty miracle for you alone.”


He pushed forward the chair in which she had been sitting.


“So! And now,” he said, “I make the little confession. I come not only to bring the book to Mr. Bats – that was the excuse; the reason—”


“What was the reason?” she asked, defensively struggling to feel commonplace, and not to think about miracles.


“The reason was the unreasoning impulse, the strongest reason in the world. I come, because I knew I find you. And this day and this hour are those propitious to the fortune-reading for you. The stars are for you this day. This is a great day in your life, and today the powers lift a little the veil, and I am permitted to behold.”


“Really and truly,” said Rose, “I don’t believe in these things.”


“What things?”


“Fortune-telling and fate and miracles and stars, you know,” she told him, her heart fluttering a little.


“But you do believe,” he said calmly, and felt in his pocket; “and yet, more, you shall believe. Give me your hand.” He set something cold and round in it. “Hold the crystal, and I will light the lamp.”


It was a little brass lamp, that he took from the black bag he carried. From that also he took the black velvet cloth which he spread on the table, and the long-handled incense tray like a toy brass frying-pan with a foot.


“Think of what you wish for most,” he said, shaking from a folded paper some grey rough powder into the brass tray thing; “and hold the crystal tightly with both hands.”


He pulled down the wide dark blue blinds till the place was all dark. Then he unscrewed the top of the spirit lamp, and lighted it. And little answering sparks of reflected light sprang up among the crowded mystery of bench and shelves, from strange shapes of glass and metal. He lighted the incense, and its sweet thick smoke swirled about among the sparks of reflected light.


“Now,” he said, “lay the crystal on the table, and gaze into it with all your heart. Think of nothing else. See nothing else.”


“I don’t see anything,” she said at once.


“You have not yet looked. Patience! Continue to look,” he said, “and when the vision appears tell me what you see.”


“There isn’t any vision,” she said, “only clouds and lights.”


“That comes first,” he said. “Now you shall speak no more till I speak.”


There was a silence in the laboratory – a long silence.


Then, “Now speak,” said he. “What is the vision you behold?”


“A white road; no, it’s only the incense smoke; yes it is, a white road winding and great hills. Now it looks like a face. It is – I don’t want to see any more.” She pushed the crystal away.


The bookseller caught her hand and held it strongly.


“Be still,” he said, in a tone of authority. “I will look for you.”


Again there was silence. Rose’s heart felt as though it were beating in her throat. For the face she had seen, plain, distinct as a miniature, lighted as by clear pale sunlight, alive as her own face, was the face of Anthony. And his eyes had looked at her as his eyes had never yet looked.


The bookseller was speaking.


“I see a face also, pale, with dark eyes. The face of a man you think you love. Today he will tell you he loves you. There is wealth coming to him, but with it a strange sorrow. There is something here which I do not understand. A beautiful woman dead. No, it is not your face. I see—” He stopped abruptly, and bent silently over the crystal; then rose, and drew up the blinds. The pale dusky light crept in. The incense was burnt out, and he replaced the brass vessel and the crystal in his bag, and began to fold up the velvet cloth.


“Well,” she said, “did you see any more?”


“I tell you no more,” he said, and there was a new agitation in his voice; “but I confess you this. I did not think I should see so much. Always I believed in the crystal when I have seen in it hints and half-hints, wandering shapes like dreams just distinguished. But this time I see it all so plain as how I see you, and I now believe no more. It is impossible. Illusion.”


“Do tell me what you saw,” she said, hiding an agitation not less than his own.


“No, it is not good. If someday a terrible trouble comes, ask me, and perhaps I may tell. But not now. I do not believe. But if I did believe—”


“Well, if you did?” she persisted, still consciously calm.


“If I did believe, I should entreat you to love only a poor man, and if wealth should come to your lover, wealth that he has not earned, bid him refuse it, reject it; have nothing to do with the accursed thing.”


He spoke strongly, vehemently.


“Oh!” said Rose, with a laboured lightness, “of course that’s just your Socialism coming out.”


“It is not Socialism, nor any politics-affair. I tell you it is life and death; or would be, if I believed it.”


“But what is it?” she persisted.


“Life and death. I can no more than that tell you. It is death, and life, and joy, and horror, and sorrow for you, and worse than sorrow for him.”


“What is? You must tell me. You mean if I marry him.” Rose was being shaken out of her reticences. “Will that bring sorrow?”


“There is no sorrow in your marriage,” he said. “It is the wealth. For him wealth is the beginning of tragedy. But why say all this? – I do not believe it; it is only a game we play in sport. There are no such miracles. It is as you say. I act no more on impulse, Miss Royal. This place has the atmosphere too congenial to the magic. I regret I came to it.”


“Oh, don’t say that,” said Rose, trying to speak and feel as she usually spoke and felt. It had for her the effect of repeating a lesson learnt by heart. “It was very kind of you; very kind indeed. Won’t you come to the little house by the gate? It is quite a good house for having tea in; even if it’s no good for fortune-telling. Let me give you some tea?”


But Mr. Abrahamson picked up his bag and his parcel, and said “Good-bye!”


“It’s all dreams, and not to be believed,” he said; “think no more of it, Miss Royal.”


And of course she thought of nothing else. She put all in order to leave the laboratory as she had found it, passed out, locked the door, and went to her own neat, matted-floored, airy room, thinking all the time.


“It has been a day,” she said, lighting the two candles on the mantelpiece that cast such pleasant reflections in her sparse polished furniture. But the reflections reminded her. She lighted the green-shaded lamp. She drew the curtains, coaxed the neglected fire to little blue and red activities, and set out the simple supper she would eat later – bread, milk, and Tasmanian apples. And still she thought – if, as I said, you can call it thinking.


Then she pulled out the table, and sat down to work at some pen-and-ink drawings to illustrate a story of Esther Raven’s. For Rose was a worker, and the fact that in the daytime she painted ambitious amateurish pictures which nobody bought, and dreamed of fame, did not at all prevent her working in the evening at the clever little illustrations which people did buy. She had the confessed desire to make money; and the secret dream of making enough to be useful to Anthony transfigured and vitalised the sordid details of business. For she knew that he needed money – would always need it – for the scientific work that was his life. Since he had lived at Malacca Wharf he had fallen into the habit of coming for odd half-hours to sit in that little parlour of hers, whose unnatural neatness was her own protest and revolt against her own innate untidiness. “I’ll have one room tidy anyhow,” she told herself. And she had. You can easily keep one room tidy by the simple process of carrying everything out of it every morning except the furniture, and just dumping down what you have carried out in the other rooms. Only, of course, the other rooms suffer. You know the things one cannot somehow get rid of? Piles of newspapers and pamphlets, brown paper, cardboard boxes, pictures that you don’t want to hang, odds and ends left over from dressmaking, music that wants mending, books that want binding, lace that wants ironing, letters that you mean to answer sometime, photographs of people you only care a little about, bits of ribbon, ends of sealing-wax. Rose always seemed to have more of these things than other people. It is an effect untidy people give.


But her parlour was tidy, and she sat in it working quickly and neatly. All the neatness of her seemed to be spent on her dress and her work, and, by an effort of will, on that parlour.


Presently she heard the yard gate click.


“William,” she told herself.


Footsteps came to her door, and when she opened it she found herself for the second time that day confronting someone who was not William. But this time it was Anthony.


“Oh, you!” she said, with an indescribable intonation. “Oh, come in.”


It was that intonation that decided him. For he had come to her after hours of indecision. He came in, shut the door, and followed her into the room.


“Now sit down,” she said comfortably, “and tell me all about it. What was it, and was it to your advantage?”


He looked round the pleasant familiar room; he looked at the beautiful familiar face. It was like coming home. These four days in Lewes had been very long, lonely ones.


“I will tell you,” he said; “but there is something else I want to tell you first. I’ve been thinking all the way up.” He stood by the mantelpiece, fingering the brass candlesticks. “I should like always to come home to you. Life’s a lonely thing.”


“You’ve got your experiments to come home to,” said Rose clumsily, with the sudden sense of things happening.


“Don’t you care about me, then?” he asked, like a child, wounded, incredulous.


“Of course I care,” she said; “we’ve always been such friends.”


“Oh, don’t be silly,” he said. “You know I’m trying to ask you to marry me.”


“No – I mean, you don’t really mean it,” she said, still clumsy with what was half hurt and half happiness; “no one could possibly believe that you – What are you asking me for?”


“Because I want you,” he said, still fumbling with the candlesticks. “Rose, I feel so lost – as if I were going to Australia by myself in a convict ship. It was so lonely down there.”


“It’s just a mood. You don’t mean it. You’ll wish you hadn’t tomorrow. I mean you would, if I said Yes. You’re asking me for some other reason. Someone’s been saying something about our living down at Malacca Wharf, or something. No. It’s not good enough, Tony. I don’t care twopence what people say, and you don’t either. You don’t love me, and I’m not going to pretend to believe you do. I’ll get some supper, and then you’ll feel better.”


“Bother supper,” he said.


“Oh, don’t be silly,” she said. “How can I? – when you don’t really want me to. You don’t really love me a little bit.”


“Love’s such a great thing,” he said. “It’s dangerous to use the great names’.”


“There,” she said. “You see. You don’t care – or you couldn’t talk like that.”


She knew now what it was to have the wine of life offered in a cup to which she could not bring herself to put her lips.


“No, thank you,” she said bitterly.


Then for the first time he looked at her.


“My beautiful Rose,” he said. “I do love you. But I don’t want to love you too much. I want to keep my head for my work. Oh yes, I love you, and you must know it; just as I know you love me. Promise that you’ll marry me, and nothing shall come between us.”


And still she would not take the cup.


“If you really mean it,” she said, “you can ask me again in – oh, in June, and I’ll tell you then.”


“No,” said he, “that’s not a game I can play, Rose; and it’s a game you couldn’t play either. Oh, I’m so tired. Be good to me. I know I’ve told you in a silly sort of way. But I want you more than anything.”


Suddenly he was kneeling beside her, and her arms went round his neck.


“This is worth everything,” he said, “to come home to this.”


“And,” he said presently, “there’s no more worry about money – I’m rich, rich, rich! No more work that we don’t want to do. Only the real things of life, the work we want to do. What’s the matter?” For she had moved uneasily.


“Nothing,” she said, and stroked his hair gently; “only everything’s so different from what you’d think it would be.”


But in her heart she was remembering the crystal and the prophecy that had already come true. And she remembered the warning and his face as she had seen it in the crystal.


“Let me look at you,” she said, and he raised his face. But it did not look as the face had looked which had, from the crystal, gazed answering love into her eyes.



VII



      The Day After





“It’s a beastly shame,” Bats was saying: “you don’t care twopence about her. You told me you didn’t.”


“I never did. I do care very much,” said Drelincourt shortly.


“Not you. You were wishing you could do something for her. When you got your miserable money you thought — ‘Hullo! I can make her Lady Drelincourt and give her diamonds.’”


“Shut up,” said Anthony.


“Oh, don’t I see it,” said Bats, his back to the laboratory fire. “You went away feeling gloomy – you grew gloomier. The gloomy fit culminated in an access of sentiment, and you’re going to tie that glorious girl to a dead fish. You’re no better.”


Drelincourt laughed.


“No good, my dear chap. I have the prize. You may have the grumble. It’s only fair. I have love, money, and the opportunity of work. What more can anyone want? But if you’re interested in psychology – allow me to adopt the classic manner. I am, as you say, formed by nature to attract young ladies. My path of life is, as you justly remark, strewn with the victims of my fatal beauty. Haughty, unresponsive, I pass on my way heedless of the broken hearts which encumber it. It’s quite difficult, as you say, to avoid treading on some of them. But their sufferings are nothing to me. I see, far above me, a star, and worship it. One day when I am feeling rather lost and pathetic, I have a sudden access of mad courage and faith. I call to the star, and it slides down the ladder of its own rays and permits me to call it mine. There you have the whole thing.”


“Rot!” said Bats, very much disturbed. It was the morning after Anthony’s return, and the two men were at the end of a late breakfast. “You told me the night before you went away—”


“Surely a man may mask his most sacred emotions even from you?”


“You don’t kid me,” said Bats. “And it’s not fair to the girl.”


“She thinks it is.”


“She won’t think so long.”


“Does it occur to your super-sensitive mind,” Anthony asked, “that if anything’s not fair to her it’s our talking her over like this?”


“I’m not talking her over. I’m talking you over. Don’t you see – I want her to be happy? And she won’t be, with you.”


“She thinks she will.”


“She won’t think so long,” said Bats again. “When are you going to be married?”


“Quite soon. There’s nothing to wait for.”


The fire-flame flickered, and tobacco smoke circled quietly above the dialogue. Bats was silent a moment.


“Look here,” he spoke with a hesitation unusual to him, and new in this talk. “Look here. I don’t want to shove my oar in. But will you wait – only wait? Don’t spoil her life just because you happen to have felt that you could help her not to spoil it.”


“If you’re asking me to give her up,” said Drelincourt.


“Don’t be an ass. Of course I don’t want you to give her up. Just wait. Don’t announce the engagement. She won’t be keen on announcing it.”


“Won’t she?”


“No – she’ll be only too glad to keep the beautiful secret a secret; at least I should think that’s how a girl would feel about it.”


“Well?”


“Well – that’s all. If you’d only not announce the engagement. And don’t get married for six months. In six months you’ll both know where you are. If she still thinks she wants you, then – well, anyway you’ll both know your own minds for certain. You see – you may protest till you’re black in the face, but I know you don’t love her.”


“And I know I do,” said Drelincourt quietly. “Look here. Did it ever strike you as odd that I’m twenty-five, and I’ve never had a love-affair – not the ghost of one?”


“It has been the talk of the schools.”


“No – rotting apart. I’m not the sort of man that catches fire as the rest of you seem to do. I simply don’t understand it. I’m not sure that it isn’t just the literary influence with you others. The Romeo and Juliet business, you know. I’m simply not there. It’s in another world to the one I live in. If there really is that sort of love, and the poets haven’t just invented it – well, the capacity for it was left out of me – that’s all. And Rose isn’t silly in that sort of way either. She’s always had heaps of men at her feet, and kept them there. And I believe she and I are the normal people, and the desperate flaming wild passionate business is all moonshine out of the poets. I never cared twopence for anyone but Rose. She never cared twopence for anyone but me.”


“That’s true enough.”


“And we’re perfectly contented and perfectly happy.”


“Humph!” said William Bats.


“But all the same I do see there’s something in what you say. You know mine’s a trade that teaches patience. One can never hurry. One must always be quite sure. But, then, I can’t suggest waiting – to her. But if she should suggest it, I’ll agree. I can’t say more. And the same about announcing the engagement. But I don’t think she will suggest it; I think you’re wrong about that.”


“Perhaps I am,” Bats admitted. “Anyhow, it’s well there’s no more to be said. You know I wish you happiness, and all that sort of thing.”


“Yes,” said Drelincourt. “Yes – and I say, it’s all right your saying what you did. I don’t mind; I know it’s just out of decent feeling and all that. But – We’ll not talk about her again, do you mind? It doesn’t seem straight somehow.”


“I don’t want to talk about her. I’ve said all I’ve got to say. And too much, I expect. Well, I must get back to work. And you’ll be going to see her, of course.”


“Ought I to? So soon?”


Bats laughed aloud.


“Go over and say good morning, you old owl,” he said. “And take her some flowers or something.”


“Flowers don’t grow here, you know; at least, not profusely,” Anthony reminded him.


“Well, take her a culture or an ion or an electron or a guinea-pig’s ear, or whatever your sort finds as a gift for his fair. And if you can’t find anything else, take her your invaluable self, and say you’ve not been able to sleep for thinking how happy you are.”


“She wouldn’t believe me,” said Drelincourt.


“No,” said his friend. “I shouldn’t be surprised if she didn’t. I’m off. Good-bye.”


Drelincourt went across to Rose’s little house. He kissed her with respectful tenderness, and asked her if she had slept well. It was the first commonplace that occurred to him.


“Not very,” she admitted. “I was thinking about you.”


“That was very dear of you.”


She smiled.


“Now look here, Tony,” she said. “We’re engaged to be married, it’s true; but you’re under no contract to make those sort of speeches to me. Let’s go out in the boat, and I’ll tell you my ideas about being engaged and married, and all that.”


They went out, and between blue March sky and black Thames water they threaded the boat’s way among moored ships and slow stately barges, and the little busy dangerous tugs that were everywhere.


“Now,” he said, shifting his oars in a quiet place between two empty barges high and sheltering to the water between.


“Well, then. I want it to go on just exactly as we have been doing. I want to keep it all to ourselves just for a little.”


“You do?” he said, astounded by this proof of the insight of Bats.


“Yes – we won’t tell anyone—”


“I’ve told Bill.”


“Oh, Bill doesn’t count. Tell him not to tell the others. They’ll have quite enough to amuse them with your pretty money and your pretty estates without this.”


“It’s just as you like, of course,” he told her. “And when shall we be married? It was June we said last night, wasn’t it?”


“Was it? But I’ve been thinking. Wouldn’t it be jollier just to go on as we are till you’ve finished the great experiment – it is nearly done, isn’t it? and then we could go off to Rome, or Venice, or China, or Peru, or somewhere, and see the big round world.”


“Would you really like that best?” he asked.


“Yes, much. But, Tony, I see a sort of strained stupidness growing on you. You feel that you’ve got to behave as though you were engaged, and you don’t know how exactly. And if you keep that up you’ll be unbearable. You see, we’ve been chums for ages. I don’t want to lose all that just because we’ve decided to get married someday. I want to go on being chums, and for you only to remember we’re engaged when you – when you want very much to remember it. See?”


“You’ve arranged it all very neatly. You have a talent for arranging things.”


“And you haven’t. That’s why we ought to get on. We always have got on, haven’t we?”


If her tone was wistful, there was no one to hear it except Anthony, and he did not. He said:


“Get on is hardly the term. You’ve been the light of my life from the beginning.”


“That’s better,” she said. And they both laughed. “I like you to say things like that, that sound nice and that we both know the other one knows is nonsense.”


“Is that grammar?” he asked.


“Good enough for my humble needs. What’s the good of grammar so long as people understand what you say? And let’s just go on with our work just as usual. And you mustn’t come to see me in the mornings, and – oh, Tony! do you really care about me at all?”


“You know I do,” he answered, and laid his hand in hers. The most impassioned lover could have done little more in such a moment.


“If you found you’d found out that you didn’t, you’d tell me, wouldn’t you?” she asked, and this time he heard the wistful note.


“I should hasten to you at once with the glad news,” he assured her; “even calling in the morning for the purpose. Rose of the world, your fur is trailing in the water.”


“Then it’s all settled.”


“Yes; all settled. Beautifully settled. Only it won’t really be like that. Going on as we did before, I mean; because I’ve got to go down and take possession of my Ancestral Halls. And then there’ll be a week or two of the settled part. And then my experience will be complete. And then you’ll come and stay at the A.H. Shall we ask the Septet?”


“That would be ripping,” she asserted, rather than admitted. “But you’ll be having County Families there, won’t you? Aren’t chaperons de rigueur in those exalted circles which my Lord is going to move in?”


“There is a chaperon,” he said; “at least there’s a Lady Blair, a second cousin once removed of mine, who kept house for my Uncle – she’s still there.”


“What is a second cousin once removed?”


“Lady Blair is. I could show you exactly with pencil and paper, or with bits of bread if we were at dinner, but not in the Muddy Duck.”


“I hope she’ll not be very harsh. Titles are so alarming. I suppose they’re really almost human, like monkeys, these lords and ladies. But I always feel that you and I and all the rest of the human people are somewhere halfway between the English Aristocracy and the apes – don’t you think? I expect they look on villa-dwellers as we do on Zoo-dwellers, and now you’re going to be one of them.”


“You wander in your speech,” he said. “I am neither lord nor monkey – a mere laboratory dweller. Wigram & Bucks think Lady Blair eccentric, if that’s any comfort to you. Anyhow, if you don’t like her, we’ll send her off, and import a tame chaperon from the British Museum Reading Room.”


“What a lot of jolly things one could do with money,” she mused. “Just think of one of those poor old dears who live in one room and go to the Museum in the winter, to save fires. You know they spend half the time in the ladies’ cloak-room gossiping together. Just think of one of them if a glorious Apollo of a chemist came suddenly up to them, when they were crumbling buns in bags in the Assyrian Gallery, and said: ‘Madam, pardon the intrusion. I am Sir Anthony Drelincourt, and I venture to ask whether you would be disposed to undertake the duties of housekeeper at Drelincourt at a salary of one hundred pounds a year, beer and washing found.’ It would be almost enough to make one endure having her there afterwards – just the sight of her face when you said it.”


“I think I hope it mayn’t come to that. Lady Blair’s face when I introduced her supplanter might be less alluring.”


“But she’ll have to go sometime, I suppose?”


“When we’re married,” he said. “Yes, of course. I forgot that.”


The pause was imperceptible to him that divided his words from her next ones, which were:


“How glorious it is out here. Look at the water – it looks like an enchanted river of silver – and everything is so clearly drawn – I should like to stay here all day.”


“Why not?” said he.


“Because there’s work to do,” she answered gaily, “paid work, Tony. Oh, I forgot that doesn’t appeal to you now. I’ve got some illustrations to finish, and back we go, alas!”


He put out the sculls.


“I’ve got a lot of things on too,” he said, “but we’ll have tea together, shall we? May I come?”


“Of course,” she said. And they rowed back along the silver river to Malacca Wharf.



VIII



      Mystery





The law business took longer than anyone expected. And it was not till May that Anthony Drelincourt went down to the house where his father had been born. But thanks to Messrs. Wigram & Bucks, who not only consented to advance cash for present expenses but positively pressed loans upon him, Anthony passed the month of April very pleasantly. He worked hard, but the play time that lay between the work times was a very different play time to any he had ever had. He was able to take cabs now, taxi-cabs which Rose adored. The modern drama was now accessible from the stalls instead of from the gallery. One could dine, take Rose to dine, which was much more important, instead of merely eating. Also one could buy clothes, and one did.


“You know,” Rose said quite early in the engagement, “you ought to get some new clothes now. Then you won’t be bran-new when you go down.”


“Some of them will, if I get many; though, of course, I might wear three suits at a time, to try and shab them a little before I display them to the lynx eyes of Lady Blair.”


“Oh,” she said, “I expect even the aristocracy have new clothes sometimes. They must, if you come to think of it; or, perhaps, their valet or valets wear them first to take the newness off. By the way, Tony, you ought to have a valet.”


“The question is,” he put it to her, “is one bound to do just as all other baronets do? Or can one still live one’s own life when one has ceased to be Mr and become Sir Anthony? I only ask for information.”


“If it was me,” she told him, “I should try doing as they do – just to show them you know how.”


“But I don’t,” he interrupted.


“And, then, if you don’t like it, you can always start living your own life at any moment. You must get some clothes, Anthony; let’s go and buy some now.”


“Even at my worst I have not bought reach-me-downs,” he said. “Men’s clothes are not ‘bought,’ my child. They are ordered. From the most expensive tailors, I presume,” he added dreamily. “And hats are built.”


“I didn’t mean dull coats and hats,” she said, “but the nice things. Ties and socks and dressing-cases, and Gladstone bags and interesting shirts, with violet and green stripes, and the ties and socks match, you know, like Americans.”


“Do Americans match?”


“Yes – come along. You know the shop – in Shaftesbury Avenue.”


They were in Regent Street.


“If I allow you to come and see me buy my socks and ties, you must let me buy you something first. A quiet little tiara now, just to wear of a morning?”


“The very thing!” she said, and they stood gazing in at the window where the diamonds lie and look more beautiful on their cream-coloured velvet beds than ever they will on the mottled necks of the aged rich for whom they are so largely designed.


“There’s one thing I would like,” she said. “I’ll have it instead of the tiara, if you don’t mind.”


“What is it? Come to think of it, I’ve never bought you anything, except things to eat.”


“And rides in cabs. I want a ring!”


“An engagement ring! Idiot! Of course I ought to have come with that in my pocket that night. Come along in,” he said eagerly.


He would have bought her half-a-dozen of the bright circlets displayed. But she drew back.


“There’s one at a shop in Vigo Street,” she said; “an old one – I’d rather have that. And it’s got A.D. inside it, and 1866. And A.D. stands for you.”


“As well as for the year of our Lord. Come on. What stone is it?”


“It’s greeny, with diamonds round. It’s rather expensive,” she told him.


It was a beryl, set as she had said. And he bought it without asking the price, which was less than he expected.


“Thank you very, very,” she said, walking down the street beside him pulling on her glove.


“It was idiotic of me not to get you a ring off my own bat,” he said; “but, you see, I’ve never been engaged before. And it was much jollier to get you something you really liked than to come along like a roaring Jew, oozing diamonds from every pore. All the same—”


Then they went and bought ties and socks, and trunks and portmanteaus, and suit-cases and dressing-cases, and things like that.


“Let’s get second-hand bags and boxes,” she said. “You simply mustn’t look new all over.”


A fortnight later he brought her a necklace that he had had made for her.


“I got the idea of it out of that book you gave me. Bats read it to me. All the stones mean something. And the lot of them bring luck – so they say; you’ll live and die loving and beloved. Only you mustn’t ever take it off. I ought to have it welded on, oughtn’t I?”


“And about that ‘valet or valets,’” she said, the day before he left for Drelincourt. “How does one get a valet?”


“You really insist?”


“I do.” This time they were in Soho.


“There are registry offices in Charlotte Street. Oh!”


“Yes?”


“Mr. Abrahamson said there was a young man who was devoted to me. It would be nice if your valet or valets were devoted to me, wouldn’t it?”


“I really don’t think I want one.”


“Nonsense,” she insisted, “you simply must. We’ll go to old Abrahamson, and ask who it is.”


The old bookseller looked at them over his spectacles with wise eyes.


“So?” he said.


“Yes,” said Rose. “I must tell you, but we aren’t telling anyone else yet. Mr. Abrahamson told my fortune, Tony, and he foretold – you!”


“I wish you every happiness,” said the Jew very quietly.


“Thank you,” they said. And told why they had come.


The valet was that same young Sebastien who had risked and lost his fifty centimes, and had called on the saints for the sake of Rose Royal. And he was still in the hands of the patron of the Hôtel Simplon – very deeply in, for he owed him a month’s pension.


He flushed a deep pink when he entered the large oilcloth-carpeted room with the bent-wood chairs, where clients and servants meet and engage, or do not engage.


“I remember you,” said Rose. “You picked up some parcels for me one day in the mud.”


“Au service,” said Sebastien, red to the ears.


“Ce Monsieur,” said Rose, “wants a valet.”


“Au service,” said Sebastien, and ten minutes later Sebastien, alone, in his mean little bedroom, agonised with relief, gratitude, and romantic joy, was informing Saints Ursula, Agnes, and Sebastien that, thanks entirely to their good offices, he was now free of the Hôtel Simplon, and was, moreover, devoted to the service of Monsieur, who was himself devoted to the service of Mademoiselle.


And so it was Sebastien who travelled with Anthony when first he went to Drelincourt.



It was rummer than rum, he wrote to Rose, going down first-class, and all the station people behaving like worms. I’m not sure I like it. There was a glorious creature in top-boots touching a hat I should be proud to be seen with – and a ‘bang-up horse in a slap-up dog-cart,’ and village people ducking and touching foreheads. And the lodge-gates – more ducking from an old woman – a green park, trees just coming out. You’d love it. One of those parks like billiard tables, with trees like cauliflowers. And then the house – a dream, a long terrace with urns, rather like the picture of Sir Leicester’s place in Lincolnshire.


A Being at the door to welcome me. (I wish I could overcome my nervous terror of butlers. I don’t even know the thing’s name yet.) Rows of servants to welcome me. At the end of the row a little lady like a Dresden shepherdess grown old, gracefully holding out two perfect little hands to welcome me.


“Lady Blair,” I said – not another word. “Second cousin once removed,” I added. “Thank Heaven, you’re not the hag I have sometimes feared you might be,” or other words to that effect.


“You’re not such a bounder as I was afraid you might be,” she answered (or words to that effect).


Then (when she had dissipated the cloud of footmen and things) we had tea. She is quite an old dear. You’ll like her. And no old Museum rat will ever get the surprise we planned for her. I am writing this at a Buhl table in a library sixty feet long. The inkstand is silver, and this pen the worst I have ever used. Sebastien has disappeared. I suppose he’s all right. He knows a valet’s place well enough. I only wish I knew a Baronet’s. But Lady Blair will see me through. I wish you were here. I want to talk to you. It’s rather fine, you know, this coming back to the Ancestral Hall. I shall have a lab fitted up here, and finish the experiment. It only went wrong last time through my having to go and answer that advertisement. But this time I really shall pull it off. My beautiful Rose, I never wanted you as much as I do at this moment.


More tomorrow. A howling dervish of a gong has just said, “Get dressed, you Scientific outsider, and dine with the really select.” Good-bye.


—Your


Tony.


P.S. – My beautiful Rose, I do hope I’m not getting too fond of you.




“Not you,” said Rose, as she refolded the letter. “He seems extraordinarily gay,” she told herself. “I think he’s only really fond of me when he’s very happy or very miserable. The rest of the time it’s all habit.” She thought a minute, twisting the letter in her fingers. “Anyhow,” she said, “I’m the only one. If he doesn’t care for me, he doesn’t care for anyone. It’s the second best. But if there is no best. . . . Don’t be an idiot.”


She fingered the necklace softly for a moment and then sat down to write to her lover.


He wrote again the next day:



It’s all very like a dream. Lady Blair does not appear till the middle of the day. I spent my morning with my agent – me with an agent! – a Balliol man of agreeable exterior and perfect manners. He hardly showed at all that I corresponded in no particular with his idea of a Baronet.


We drove round the estate. If my grandfather had not broken his neck hunting, I should have been able to ride a horse like any other fool. However, that can be mended. But it will be years before I know my own farms and fields.


It was jolly to get your note this morning.


Lady Blair appeared at luncheon – fresh and smiling as the dawn. Afterwards we walked on the terrace in the sunshine, and she told me family stories. We seem to have been the rummest lot! One of the Ancestors, it seems, was a friend of Bill’s friend, Bacon. There’s a picture of him in a ruff in the picture gallery. Did I tell you there was a P.G.? But I can’t tell you the half of it. I can’t begin to tell you – you must come and see. Lady Blair has the most beautiful manners in the world, except perhaps the butler’s. I have found out his name, and I feel weighted with so great a knowledge. His name is Wilkes. There is a secret staircase, only it’s no secret, though I thought it was when I found it. It ended in Wilkes’ room, and he was reading the Daily Mail in his shirt sleeves. I felt as though I had caught a bishop without his gaiters. He was smoking a cigar when I tumbled in on him. He forgave me at once. What noble natures these butlers have! I could never have forgiven anyone who had found me without my halo.


The agent is coming to dinner tonight. You should see the drawing-room; it’s as big as a barn, with cabinets, and sofas, and tables, and Chinese vases as big as you are, and Chinese cabinets as big as pianos. And the windows go up to the ceiling, and the curtains are brocade – the sort of stuff most people make dresses of.


I haven’t told Lady Blair about you yet. But I shall tomorrow, and arrange about your coming home.


I still feel as though it were her house, not mine. She is most awfully decent to me, and I like her. She talks awfully well. Chooses her words like that American girl. I expect it comes of being seventy-two, as she tells me she is. She looks any age you please down to thirty. I had no idea old ladies could be so nice to talk to. Tea. – More later.


Later. – I am not suspicious, as you know; but I have just told her about you, because she was telling me more than I could endure how charming some Emmeline or other is, and I find the Emmeline is her niece. She said I must marry well. Then she talked about hunting, and then she talked about archery and the days of her youth, and the Empress Eugénie; and then she got back to Emmeline. But I wasn’t going to have any more Emmeline. So I just told her. She was quite nice, but – surprised. I can’t think why. Ought I to have told her right away?


My beautiful Rose, I shall write to you every day. I never wanted you so much.


Everything I have ever done and been seems long ago and far away – even my work. No, that doesn’t express it. It’s really more as though I were taking part in a charade. I feel like somebody else.


And that doesn’t express it either.


I’m horribly glad all this is mine – and yours; and yet I feel that I have perhaps sold my soul. We’ve always been so down on rich people. And now I’m rich myself. I don’t know what I mean or what I feel, except that I feel rather as a kettle must the first time it boils. Things will settle down presently, and I shall be able to think again and to work.


Just now I only know that I wish everyone had all this. Only of course they can’t have. It’s very difficult. Will you and the others come down next week?




Another letter fits in here:



Dear Rose of the World – Here’s a go! It’s only ten o’clock, but I must write to you. What do you think? Mysteries of Udolpho! Drelincourt, the Home of Mystery! But I’ll tell you from the beginning.


Your letter came this morning. The excellent Sebastien – you were quite right, I should never have got on without him – brought it up when he called me.


I read it before I dressed, and I took it to the window because the room is very large and dark and the bed miles from the window. It’s a big bed, like a four-post hearse. And the sun was jolly, and the park like a fire-new toy out of a box for a giant baby; and I read your letter and put it on the window ledge, and went to my bath. There’s a bathroom opening out of my bedroom; Sebastien turns on the water and hovers with warm towels. But everything is simply the Lap Of.


When I came back from the bath your letter was nowhere to be seen. (That’s the dramatic, mysterious touch; eh, what?)


So, of course, I looked for it all about the room. Nowhere! Then the awful truth flashed across me – it must have flown out of the window. There was a pretty strong wind blowing, and no doubt when the bathroom door was opened. . . you see? Your letter, blowing about the terrace for the under-gardener to read! (Bear up. It wasn’t really, but I thought it was.)


I dressed like the wind (does it?) and flew down. Your letter was not on the terrace nor among the flowerbeds. I looked and looked. I was just going in to enlist Sebastien in a search party when I saw something white sticking in the ivy under my window.


What could it be? My style is getting too dramatic – I mean, of course, it was your letter. So I went through the shrubs and tried to reach up to it. No go!


So then I started to climb up the ivy. It was very strong and old, and quite easy going. And I got your letter all right.


And then I noticed – now I’m coming to it – a ridge of stone, and the ivy not quite so thick. A bit of it came away in my hand, but I was holding on by the other hand all right.


And then I saw – what do you think?


But I cannot wait for you to guess. It was a window ledge, the stone ridge, and above it a window boarded up.


Then when I’d got down I looked up at that place where the ivy grew so thickly. In fact, in the symmetry of that side of the Ancestral Hall, a window is missing. Of course, I went in at once to see which it was.


But Wilkes caught me in the hall, and I was ashamed not to have breakfast. I felt he knew all about my letter. I had asked a gardener if he had seen it.


But after breakfast! – Oh, I asked Wilkes what window it was that had been boarded up. And he said, “None in my time, Sir Anthony.”


And he’s been here twenty-two years!


And I can’t ask Lady Blair till she comes down, can I? It’s a glorious mystery. I did wish you were here.


Because I explored the house, and there does really seem to be a lump missing between the library and the outside. Only the house is such an odd shape – it’s been built on to at odd times, you know. It was an abbey once, and every Drelincourt since Henry VIII.’s time seems to have added his little bit. I’ll finish this when I’ve seen Lady Blair, and found out if there really is anything.


Later.


It’s a much more glorious mystery than I thought. I’ve explored a bit more, and I’m practically certain there is a bit missing, just where that window is, outside. And I’ve asked Lady Blair. And here I insist on being dramatic.


ME.  “What is that window that was blocked up?”


HER.  “What window?”


ME.  “Just below my room.”


HER.  “Surely you are mistaken. There are no windows there.” (And she has known the house ever since she was a kiddie.)


ME.  “But surely—”


HER.  “There’s nothing but ivy and the wall. The house, you know, is very irregularly built.”


ME.  “Yes. I see. Thank you.”


End of dramatic bit.


But I don’t really see at all, of course: I don’t see why she doesn’t know about the window. And if she does know, I don’t know why she doesn’t want me to know. As Mr. Edgar Jepson would say, “It partakes of the nature of the distinctly rum.” I don’t know, as I say. But I’m going to know. Oh, Rose, it only wanted this. I had everything else – and now, in my own house, I’ve got life’s crowning joy – a mystery!


—Yours exultantly,


A. D.


P.S. – I’ve just read this over. I seem to have felt jolly when I wrote it. But I’ve been fumbling round all the afternoon, and now I somehow feel as though I’d just as soon the house knew its own mind, and reconciled its inside with its outside. “You don’t know your own mind,” I hear you say. True. I don’t.





IX



      The Great Discovery





“It’s no use,” Linda Smith told Esther Raven; “it can’t be the same again ever. I wish it hadn’t happened.”


The two were the first arrivals at Rose’s house with the window-boxes. They had found a paper on the door, and the paper said:



To the Septet.


Gone to buy things.


La clef dans le usual endroit.




And they had found the key wedged between window-box and brick and let themselves in, and taken their hats off and re-arranged their hair.


“I wish it hadn’t happened,” said Esther, “and a couple of spiteful cats we are to wish it. And of course things’ll never be the same. Why should they? The Septet was too nearly the Real Right thing to last. I knew something would happen, but I didn’t think it would be this.”


“What did you think it would be?”


“An engagement of course. It always is an engagement that breaks up Societies.”


“But who? Rose and Anthony?”


“Not much,” said Esther scornfully; “he doesn’t care for anything but his chemical rubbish.”


“Who then?” Linda asked.


“Oh, Rose and the Outsider – or you and Bats. Or me and the whole lot of them – how should I know?”


“I should have thought Rose and Anthony—” Linda persisted.


“Then you’d have thought wrong,” said Miss Raven shortly. “One has to notice things if one writes – and I tell you if I had a thousand a year to be paid so long as Rose and Anthony weren’t engaged, I should feel that I’d got it for life.”


“I wonder!” Linda was busy with a strip of red and green embroidery. She always filled up odd waiting moments with embroidery, and carried a thimble in her pocket, as our grandmothers used to do. “I hope it never does happen. I hope they never will get engaged.”


“Why?” Esther asked sharply, “Because they wouldn’t be happy. At least I don’t think so.”


“They’d be as happy as most people, I suppose,” said Esther.


“I sometimes think,” Linda went on, very intent on her work, “that Anthony’s different from other people.”


“Of course he is: we all are.”


“No – but really different from all of us. Like a changeling, you know. Perhaps he is a changeling.”


“Perhaps you’re a goose,” said Esther. “I’m sorry he won’t be here. He’s come more regularly lately.”


“Yes,” said Linda.


“But of course,” Esther added, “we can’t expect him to be keen on a twopenny-halfpenny Septet when he’s got an income, and estates, and a title, and all that.”


“Anyone would think you grudged it – only, of course I know you don’t.”


“How do you know I don’t?” Esther flamed out; “because I do. I want it much more than he does. So do you. Why should he have everything? He was all right. He was doing the work he wanted to do – he loves his work. Now I hate mine, and you hate yours. We ought to have had it.”


“Or Rose, or William, or the doctor?”


“No, they’ve all got what they like to do. It’s you and I that are out in the cold. As for Rose, she’s a beauty and she has a settled income, and she does the work she likes doing, and she doesn’t know how bad her work is. What more does she want? I call that being in Heaven. I hate my work – and I know how bad it is. And when she falls in love she’ll get the man she wants by just holding up her little finger. Now you and I—”


“Thank you,” said Linda with decision, “speak for yourself. I don’t want to hear about what won’t happen when I hold up my little finger, because I never shall. As for Rose – she’s a darling, and I hope she’ll get the man she wants, if she ever does want one!”


“Loyal and deserving Linda! Of course she’s a darling. But all the same, if I didn’t love her so much, I should hate her.”


From which it will be seen that the secret of the betrothal of the occupants of Malacca Wharf had been well kept.


“I don’t know what you mean,” said Linda, deeply loyal.


“No – but Rose will. Here she comes. Rose!” she called, as the door opened, “I was just saying that if I didn’t love you so much, I should hate you.”


“It sounds very subtle. How are you?” said Rose, coming in with many parcels. “Yes, awfully subtle and clever. So clever, that I’m sure it’s been used half a dozen times already. So don’t put it in one of your stories as a novelty. The answer to the subtlety is, ‘Of course, dear, you would – that’s the only real basis for friendship,’ and the subtler in the book is always frightfully impressed.”


“I am,” Esther owned, “and here comes William looking like a Scilly gardener with daffodils in both hands.”


“Coals to—” Esther said; “look at her flower beds.” The narrow borders had put on the pink and yellow and white and blue pattern that bulbs are meant to make.


“I don’t often make floral offerings,” Bats said, “and when I saw your flower beds I felt – well, there!”


“You can’t have too much of a good thing,” said Rose, “and that’s another clever thing that’s been used before, so you can’t have it for your book, Esther. You get the table ready while I put the flowers in water.” The Septet was met to tell of the outcome of its advertisement, but the only advertisement that has anything to do with the story was the one answered by Anthony Drelincourt. But the recountal of the others’ answerings made the evening a merry one.


Rose, as Ruler of the Feast, decided that the Tales of the Adventures of the Advertisement Answerers was enough event for one evening, and when she had served coffee they all went across the yard and down to the wharf, and packed themselves into the long round-nosed punt.


“Is there room?” Mullinger asked, “because really I don’t a bit mind if I sit here and smoke. I can read, too. ‘A book of verses underneath the bough—’”


“I’m sure you can read. But you needn’t. There’s room for eight or nine of you if you only sit still. The Muddy Duck’s as fine a craft as there is on the river,” said the doctor, who had a boat about twenty-five feet long which he called a yacht, and had sailed to Flanders in – his proudest achievement.


“What an evening!” said Mullinger. “Anthony ought to be here.”


“Anthony,” said Esther Raven “is in the lap of luxury, and lost to us forever. And I think there ought to be a new rule. Nobody ought ever to say they wish someone else was here. It’s a reflection on present company.”


“It wouldn’t be a bad rule for all parties of pleasure – not just the Septet,” said Rose. “Let’s go up the river and look at the sky.”


“Then the doctor and Mullinger can’t see it if they’re rowing,” said Bats perversely.


“Oh, but the sky is just as beautiful the other way, you know,” Mullinger hastened to protest; “look at the rosy flush in the north – not by eastern windows, only, you know.”


So they went up-stream singing harmoniously, which is unusual in those waters, charming the ears of all such masters of small craft as were not, at that hour, too drunk for appreciation. And a man has to be very drunk indeed not to appreciate good singing – in fact, up to a certain point, the drunker, the more appreciative.


When it grew dusk they rigged a spare scull as a mast, and hung a big red and gold and blue Chinese lantern upon it, and so back along the gleaming, darkling, dirty, beautiful river, singing the last song. You know it, of course. It is the first effort of every young glee club. But even that cannot spoil its beauty. Let us have it from the beginning as six of the Septet had it that April night:




      “O who will o’er the Downs so free,




      O who will with me ride,




      O who will up and follow me




      To win a blooming bride?




      Her father he has locked the door,




      Her mother keeps the key,




      But neither bolts nor bars shall keep




      My own true love from me.







      “I saw her bower at break of day,




      ’Twas guarded safe and sure; ,




      I saw her bower at twilight hour,




      ’Twas guarded then no more.




      The varlets they were all asleep,




      And there was none to see




      The greeting fair that passed there




      Between my love and me.







      “I promised her to come again




      With comrades brave and true,




      A gallant band with sword in hand




      To break her prison through.




      I promised her to come at night —




      She’s waiting now for me; ,




      And ere the dawn of morning light




      I’ll set my true love free.”







      “And ere the dawn of morning light




      I’ll set my true love free,”





the voices repeated in the darkness, and with the last “free” the punt bumped against the rotting timber of the wharf with the neat simultaneousness that was Rose’s pride.


“It’s the most romantic place,” said Mullinger, holding the boat steady for the others to disembark. “I always think of ‘Magic casements opening on the foam’ when I see the lights in Drelincourt’s windows. But tonight it’s all dark and deserted.”


And on the word came a voice from the darkness quite near the boat. “Hullo,” it said – “Hullo, you strayed revellers!”


And Anthony came forward into the circle of the lantern’s light.


“Hullo, Drelincourt, that you?” Mullinger asked.


“Your acute surmise is correct. I say, Rose, I’ve got a fire. And something to tell you. Come along up to my place all of you, if Rose doesn’t mind my collaring her party.”


They went up, praised the fire, and clamoured for the news.


“In a minute,” said Anthony. “You’ll be surprised, I warn you.”


Rose wondered what he was going to say. It couldn’t be—? But of course not. She wondered how she should feel if he were to say, “I can’t keep it to myself any longer. Rose and I are going to be married. At once.” And then explain to her afterwards that he could not – absolutely could not – live without her any longer.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “I propose that you should drink my health in champagne, which I went all the way to the Three Nuns to get. Today is, so to speak, the birthday of my life.”


Again Rose wondered.


“There is a corkscrew with a spike,” he went on, “somewhere about. Bats will know where. And the doctor has in his knife one of those useful things for taking stones out of horses’ feet with. And here’s the champagne,” he said, suddenly producing a large brown paper parcel.


“I thought the birthday of your life was the day you came into your money,” said the doctor through the rustling of brown paper and straw. “I know it would have been mine.”


“Not at all,” Anthony assured him; and then a cork popped, and there were no glasses ready, and the wine foamed over and fell on the floor, and Bats wiped it up.


“That’s unlucky, isn’t it?” Mullinger asked.




      “‘If you spill your pot of beer,




      Then your luck will disappear.’”





“On the contrary,” said Anthony, “it’s the luckiest thing in the world. (And besides this isn’t beer, is it?) It’s a libation to the gods of the laboratory. Most appropriate. Take beakers, if there aren’t enough glasses. In fact, we’ll all have beakers. That’s appropriate too.”


He spoke with a sort of quick joy that was not gaiety. His eyes were very bright, and his face very pale.


“Now,” he went on, “I want you all to drink my health ‘blind,’ so to speak. I mean without knowing why it’s the birthday of my life, and all that.”


“Right-o!” said Bats, standing up with the beaker in his hand. “Let us drink to the health of the mysterious but amiable Anthony Drelincourt – long life and happiness!”


“May fortune always smile on him,” said Linda.


“May he live long and die happy,” said the doctor.


“Success in life and love,” Mullinger said.




      “‘May all the gifts the gods can send,




      Ever upon his path attend.’”





“May he always have exactly what he wants,” said Esther.


“May he always have exactly what he deserves,” said Bats.


(“Not that,” said Anthony quickly.)


“May all his experiments succeed,” said Rose, and, rounding off the chorus, “Long life and happiness!”


Then they drank, and immediately began to shout “Speech! Speech!”


Anthony, holding his untasted bumper, raised it and stood up, facing the half circle of his friends, who still held their empty glasses.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, “the subject on which I have been asked to address you this evening is one which – oh, hang it all! It’s only that – this time it’s come off!”


“What?” said everyone but Rose and Bats. Rose said nothing, and Bats said, “The experiment?”


“Yes, the experiment. I’ve found out what I wanted to know. The thing’s there. Done. Complete. Irrefutable. The time I went away – yes, it’s all right.”


They were crowding round him, proffering handshakes.


“Yes; when I had to go away, I thought everything would go to pot. Instead, it just quietly went on – and came out right. I was too impatient. I should never have done it if I hadn’t been forced to leave it alone and give it a chance. And now it’s done. It’s the real right thing. And I’m the greatest man since Harvey – I’m not sure that Harvey’s in the same field with me, if you come to that.”


There was a murmur, inarticulate, congratulatory.


“Say you’re pleased,” Anthony urged. “Say it right out.”


More murmurs – louder.


“Of course we are,” said Bats; “but you must allow for our struck-all-of-a-heapness. Look here, we really are all of a heap. Mayn’t we fill up, and drink, all of us – you too – to your great discovery?”


“To the great discovery!” shouted everyone.


“To the great discovery!” cried Anthony. “I really have done it this time.”


“The great discovery!” shouted the six again, raising their beakers.


“And I wonder,” five out of the six told themselves as they drank, “whether this time he really has – this time, really, at last, discovered anything.?”


The sixth was Rose. As her lips touched the thin glass, she said to her heart: “Yes. It’s true. This time he really has done it. And he won’t want me any more.”


Aloud she said, setting down the beaker: “Aren’t we to hear what it is?”


“Oh, it’s nothing,” said the hero of the hour, setting down his glass with his left hand; “it’s nothing much,” he repeated lamely.


“Only it’s everything,” said Rose below her breath, standing by him.


“Yes. But really it’s only – No, I really can’t. You wouldn’t be interested. It would take too long to explain.”


“Isn’t it unlucky,” Linda asked tactfully, breaking a silence near its beginning, “to drink from your left hand?”


“You were all shaking the other,” said the discoverer; “and, besides, I can afford a little ill-luck tonight.”


“That’s the one thing that the richest man can’t afford,” said Esther Raven.


“Don’t croak,” said Drelincourt; “let’s get your guitar, Rose, and you can all sing about love and roses and wine.”


“If you’ve discovered anything new about them,” said Bats, “you are indeed the greatest birth of time. What price Anacreon?”


“Bother Anacreon,” said Drelincourt contentedly. “I’ll get the guitar.”



X



      The Missing Window





In the moment when Anthony Drelincourt knew that the secret was his – the secret for which he had striven so long, so strongly with such a delicate fervour, such an ardour of patience – he ceased to desire more. All the uses to which he had intended to put his discovery seemed now unimportant, puerile. He had attained! That was the one thing that mattered. As one in a dream, he locked the door of that underground room where the knowledge of his triumph had come to him, staggered up the damp, stone steps, and threw himself in the easy-chair in his laboratory. There, for awhile, he lay, every muscle relaxed, every nerve quiescent, as a man might lie who has long struggled in deep wild waters, and has been suddenly thrown up by a wave, greater than he had believed any wave to be, onto a shore more tranquil than any shore of which he had ever dreamed. He had attained to a knowledge that had been hidden since the beginning of time, except for glimpses vague or brief caught by people who had been called mad, and imprisoned – or called wizards, and burned at the stake. He had wedded the “philosophy of the ancients” to modern science. It was as though he had been labouring to bring together the mystic soul of the one and the splendid body of the other. And now here, suddenly, when he had been distracted by weaker and baser adventures, he returned disheartened to his workshop to find that the forces he had set in motion had, in his absence, done that which in his presence they had never done. The result was achieved; the two were at last made one. The horizon of thought receded. Yet there was no longer room in his world for thought. The glory of his triumph overpowered all else and wrapped him in a warm glow, mellow as midsummer, radiant as sunlight. And the glory slowly ceased, or rather merged in that other, closer, more intimate enfolding of content, which held him as in a predestined nest, soft, warm, and grey as the down of the eider.


And from this he was roused by the voices on the river singing of romance and true love.


“Of course, I must tell Rose at once.” He thought of himself sitting there, folding the content and the glory round him, with never a thought of Rose or for her. He clenched his fist, and hit his open left hand with it. He stumbled down his stairs and out across the wharf. The boat was receding.


“You fool,” he said, “can’t you at least try to behave like other men? How would Mullinger act if he’d found out anything? Well – no – not that exactly, but – Well, anyhow, he’d stand champagne.”


He started off across the waste, and came back with the brown paper parcel, took it to the laboratory, lighted fire, and drew curtains. Then he went down to the wharf again. The boat was coming back now. Anthony struck the key to which he felt a successful discoverer and lover should, if he were like other men, seek to attune himself, when he cried aloud:


“Hullo, you strayed revellers!” and hugged himself on his close resemblance to the normal.



    ~



It is not necessary to explain definitely the nature of Anthony’s discovery; at this point of the tale it would not even be interesting. He was to use it later. But the need for its use is not yet. For the present, you see him contentedly returning to Drelincourt to prepare the way for his house-party.


Lady Blair met him at the station, wonderfully upright in a very high dog-cart. As he smiled into her old eyes, and pressed her little thick-gloved hand, and thanked her for coming, and climbed up beside her, and watched the groom tuck the driving rug round their knees, he felt that old thrill of pride at the successful way in which he was acting his charade.


“Really, anyone would think it was real, almost,” he told himself; “it is so very like real life as one has read about it. And yet one knows it’s all illusion. No, thank you,” he added aloud, to Lady Blair, who, wonderfully girlish in a large hat and white veil, was offering the reins. “I like to see you do it. You do it so beautifully.”


“Drive, do you mean?” she asked, flicking a chestnut ear with a very smart whip.


“No, everything,” said Anthony, almost expecting the applause of a large audience.


“But you do drive, don’t you?” she asked. And he answered soberly:


“No. I have never had the opportunity of acquiring the accomplishment.”


“You will enjoy it,” she said, smiling and gazing in his eyes at the dangerous crisis of cross roads, a motor, a wood-cart, and a tramp wheeling an old perambulator; “riding too; I am sure you will find that it is what you have longed for always – unconsciously, I mean.”


“If these things were heritable, I ought to be an accomplished horseman,” he said.


“Of course. And no doubt you will find that it comes naturally to you. Your father—”


“I was thinking of my grandfather,” he said, suddenly coming out of the charade. “He broke his neck in the hunting field, you know. Worse luck for me!”


If Lady Blair did not say, “Tut, tut; why drag in your maternal grandfather?” Anthony heard it in her silence.


“You see,” he went on suavely, “I owe it to my maternal grandfather that I was not brought up in the workhouse school. My father’s people seem to have had no anxieties in that regard.”


“My dear Anthony,” she said, urging the horse to increased speed by what to Drelincourt seemed occult powers, “if an old woman might venture to advise—”


“But of course,” he said, “if there were one,” and felt himself in the charade once more.


“Let the dead past bury its dead.


“Let dead dogs lie,” he emended between his teeth.


“No, let bygones be bygones. When you are married, when you have sons, you will understand better the feelings of a father whose son – of course I know that your dear mother must have been the sweetest thing, the best of women; and your grandfather was prejudiced, no doubt. But it’s all over now. Why rake up old grievances? You have Drelincourt, and I know you will be worthy of the Drelincourt tradition. It was your paternal grandfather’s misfortune that he could not know this.”


“Humph!” said Anthony. And he said it as it is spelt, which is unusual and startling.


“What did you say?” Lady Blair enquired.


“I said, ‘Humph!’” Anthony replied. “And I meant Humph! Let me illustrate – Once, when I was travelling abroad, I engaged a sleeping-car. It was very extravagant, but I was mad with overwork.”


She frowned ever so slightly, and he laughed with ever so slight a bitterness.


“I apologise for the sordid detail, so unfamiliar to you. But it belongs to the story. I undressed and went to sleep. At Lyons the train stopped – stopped going for good, I mean. It was ‘All change.’ A very wet night. I got into my clothes as well as I could. But before I was dressed, the officials turned the lights out, and dragged me and my odds and ends onto a swimming black platform. Then the train went away. And I found I had lost my watch and my purse. I carry a purse. I learned from Mr. St. Maur that gentlemen carry their money loose.”


“How can you be so silly?” she said; “go on with the story.”


“Infuriated by my personal discomfort and pecuniary losses,” Anthony went on, warming to his narrative, “I called for those highest in office at the station of Lyons, and I reproached them calmly but firmly. ‘I was told,’ I said, ‘that this train went to Marseilles. I was told three times by three officials of different ranks,’ I said, ‘that this train went to Marseilles, and, confident of the honour and probity of these officials, I went to bed. Now I find that the train doesn’t go to Marseilles. I am turned out on your – I leave the adjective to you – platform. I have lost my watch and my purse, and I feel that I have caught the cold of my life.’ They told me that I was mistaken, that no French railway official could have been so lost to all sense of personal honour as to deceive a traveller, especially a Monsieur so incontrovertibly comme il faut as this one. I replied, ‘I have a cold in my head, and your statements are false. Who is the head man, the very top of you all? I will complain to him.’ And then they said the thing that makes this tale à propos in this moment’s crisis. They said:


“‘Oh, Monsieur, reflect. Do not complain to the Bureau. Rather put yourself in the place of those unfortunates, those poor deceived officials, who, themselves trompés, informed you that your train did not stop till it arrived at Marseilles. Think, Monsieur,’ they said, with what practically amounted to tears of emotion, ‘think what must now be the feelings of those officials of varyingly important position – think of them, Monsieur; imagine their chagrin, their dolour, their despair, when they discover that they had deceived themselves in renseinger-ing a Monsieur so amiable, so distinguished, so entirely as it must! ‘Well! that’s just it. What I felt then was just what I feel now when I hear you pitying my father’s father for having been a mean fool.” The cart swung in at the lodge gates, and a woman, two boy children, and a girl child bobbed curtseys and touched forelocks.


“Don’t vituperate!” Lady Blair said, managing reins and whip incredibly with one hand while she laid the other on his arm. “Of course, I understand. But one doesn’t say those things, you know. All the same, you’re wonderful. I didn’t at all realise you till now. You have been so mousy, so polite. Do you know, I have always had a haunting feeling that you might perhaps, somehow, at some time, just by accident, as it were, be too polite. You don’t mind my saying that, do you?”


“I adore your saying that.” Anthony was already almost again in the charade.


“I knew you would,” she said. “Well, you see, up to now I haven’t seen the real YOU at all. You’ve been more like a character in a book, you know. Not at all like a real person. Or perhaps more like someone who was a real person, trying to pretend that he was a real person of quite a different quality. And now—”


“And now?” Anthony repeated, watching his park unfolding itself like a beautiful and extraordinarily realistic map; “and now—”


“Well – now. I’m sure (which I shouldn’t have been yesterday), I’m sure that you’ll understand me when I say – there is an infectious quality about your candour, my dear Anthony – when I say that you have originality, strength, personality. You’ll do, my dear child, you’ll do.”


“Shall I?” he threw back. “Shall I? Thank you so much! I did, you know, so dreadfully desire to ‘do.’”


“Don’t play the Henry James trump,” she said surprisingly; “the trick’s yours without that.”


“Then don’t you play the queen of Snubs. Let my mother’s father alone,” he said.


“I didn’t,” Lady Blair answered. “Oh, Anthony, I do wish—”


“What?” he asked. “If it’s in my power to grant, it’s yours, even to the half of my kingdom.”


“What I wish,” she told him, “is more than the whole of your kingdom. It’s in another dimension.”


“Tell me what you wish,” he commanded, his eyes on the budding beauty of his new kingdom.


“Shall I?” she asked, and again the bright bay, responding to a signal quite imperceptible to Anthony, bounded forward. “Well, I will. I’m more than seventy. I whisper it because of Oddling sitting there all ears in his top-boots behind us. Because what I’m now going to say is rather in the nature of a love declaration. I wish that I were twenty so that I might marry you.”


The charade feeling was overpowering as Anthony answered:


“I wish you were.”


“But that’s past praying for,” said Lady Blair; “however, there are gleanings left. We might try friendship. Halves, and no secrets. I should like to be friends with you. Will you?”


“You’re very nice to me today,” Anthony said, and the chimneys of Drelincourt shot up through the trees; “let us be friends – to the death.”


“Halves, and no secrets,” repeated Lady Blair brightly. “Halves, and no secrets?” he answered. “Right-o! Then you’ll tell me what the room was that was bricked up. What that boarded-up window belonged to.”


The house’s face was now plain to see in the gay spring sunshine. And he heard the horse’s hoofs plash, plash on the damp gravel, in the little silence that hardly had time to settle before it took flight at her answer.


“Of course, I’ll tell you anything. Only in return you must tell me things. About your fair lady, and your dreams and ambitions, and what you feel and what you think you ought to feel.”


Anthony suddenly experienced the sensation that a man may know who walks onto a green lawn that looks firm and finds it a quaking morass. He caught at the staff of the Lie Absolute – the staff which looks so firm and which, in the moment of stress, so suddenly desperately betrays.


“I will tell you everything,” he said, “everything. You shall be my sole confidant.”


“Since that is all I can be to you,” the wonderful old lady replied, “that is what I want to be. Perhaps it will save trouble if I explain at once that I have fallen in love with you – deep!”


“I, too,” he said, once more lost in the charade, “over heads and ears. I will tell you all the secrets of my soul. And you,” he added quite firmly, “you will tell me where that missing room is, and why it was boarded up.”


“Of course I will tell you anything. But as for windows. If there was one it must have been when there was the window-tax. All old houses shut some of their eyes in those days.”


“Not with boards,” he said; “the taxed windows were bricked up, not boarded.”


They drew up in front of the beautiful grey face of Drelincourt. And a pause came like a full stop in their talk.


“Oh, well! Of course you know best,” she said, and the groom took the reins.


“After dinner,” he said, in the instant before he alighted, “you will tell me the truth then.”


“There isn’t anything really,” Lady Blair said; “but if we are to be friends, we are.”


“And after all, it is my own house,” he said, and wondered if he were being ungentlemanly.


“It’s our own house,” she said, and smiled at him like sweet-and-twenty. “I am a Drelincourt, too, you know.”



    ~



Sebastien greeted his master with something approaching enthusiasm, instantly and fervently demanding news of Mademoiselle, which they tell me a perfectly trained and newly engaged valet would not have done, nor a master accustomed to valets have tolerated. But Anthony was pleased. He went down to dinner full of interest in Lady Blair and in what she was to tell him. And a very silent-footed man came to him across soft carpets, and told him in a low voice that her ladyship had a slight headache, and begged Sir Anthony to excuse her. So he dined alone – and wondered.


And then he sat down in the library and reflected that Lady Blair was probably making up her mind what to tell him, and that the chance of her telling him what he wanted to know was remote. He had a feeling that she would try not to tell him anything that he could use. That she did not want him to know what he wanted to know – ought to know, since it was, after all, his house. It was now perfectly plain to him that there was a space not accounted for between the library where he sat and the outer wall where the boarded-up window lay, blind under the ivy. Also it was perfectly plain to him that that window had been boarded up for a reason, and that Lady Blair knew that reason and did not want to tell it.


“But she shall,” he told himself.


The room was very quiet. No sound from the rest of the house could pass those panelled oak doors and the stiff curtains of gilded Spanish leather that hung in front of them. Only through the open window came the late talk of birds making their arrangements for the night, and the soft rustling of young leaves as the breeze ruffled the trees.


Anthony liked this room better than any room at Drelincourt. Not merely its noble proportions, the carved panelling of ceiling and chimney-piece, the subdued richness of its brown and crimson and gold, its chandeliers of antique brass and faintly purple copper, spoil of some old church rifled long ago. Not even the books themselves, shelf upon shelf of them, rising brown and ribbed with their gleams of gilding and warmth of red and green labels, nor the scent of the books, warm and mysterious and like no other scent in the world. Not the comfort of the chairs, nor the splendid daring incongruity of the vast Buhl writing-table. All these possessed charm, but they were not the charm of charms.


That was perhaps, in part, the charm of all libraries – the sense of the minds behind those ordered rows of brown leather backs; of all the men who had done and thought and suffered, and then written their books, made their little scratch upon the sand of Time which the sea of Time not yet had obliterated. And further, in this room alone, of all the rooms in this house of his fathers, Anthony felt near to his work. Here alone he could feel that he, Anthony Drelincourt, was the same man as the Anthony Drelincourt who had studied in the white-faced house whose portal the pale wistaria overhung, who had worked in the schools and in the laboratory, toiled and agonised and failed – failed many times, and at last succeeded. In this room alone he seemed to be one person, not one of three or four.


There is a doubt, which I suppose we all know, a suspicion which comes now and then to the simplest of us, that perhaps we are not really quite so simple as we thought ourselves. We seem to see, now and then, that the man of Tuesday is not the man of last Friday week. But our various personalities seem to overlap, to blend, to qualify or obscure each other, so that we feel ourselves to be many-sided, but not many. With Anthony the lines of division were sharpened. With him there was no overlapping, hardly any shading off. He was a particular kind of Anthony at a particular moment, and without vagueness of transition would suddenly become another kind of Anthony, so different that each transition had for him all the effect of an awakening from a vivid dream.


In this room the different dreams seemed to steady themselves, to become part of a whole – not harmonious, indeed, but not madly discordant; and the Anthony of the moment, whatever his mood, did really seem one with the Anthony of yesterday and of last year.


The mood of the Anthony of the moment as he sat here in the stillness of the May evening, was, at first, the calm satisfaction of the well and fully fed. He had ventured for the first time to order Wilkes to put down the coffee and leave it.


“All of it,” he said, “just as it is. And you need not come back for it. I am going to work. I shall want to go on drinking coffee.”


Wilkes retired.


“I’m not saying anything against Sir Anthony,” he said later to the housekeeper; “for my part, I don’t dislike the young man. But he can’t be of an observing turn, or he’d know it’s not my business how many cups of coffee he drinks. There wasn’t any call for so much apologies.”


“An affable gentleman, that’s all,” said the housekeeper. “To my mind, he’s most handsome. And such a look of melancholy. He wants some good woman to take care of him. That’s what he wants.”


Anthony, at his third cup of coffee, felt his mood change to a childish but fierce curiosity about the room behind that boarded window. After all, it was his own house. He could break the panelling all to pieces if he liked. He lighted one of the wax candles in the silver candlesticks.


“I will investigate every inch of the place,” he said, and carried the candle across to the wall of books that stood guarding the missing space. “If there’s a secret room, it’s my secret room, and I’m going to find it.”



XI



      The Secret Room





The mind once given to it, the puzzle was a very easy one, like a child’s double-lidded pencil-box, or the cheap writing-desk whose secret drawer screams to you, “Here I am; please find me!”


At one end of the library, a door led to a small room, panelled in pleasant brown oak, and the window of this room looked out of that ivy-screened wall which Anthony had climbed to retrieve Rose’s letter. At the other end of the library another door led to another and much larger room, whose windows, three in number, also looked out of that ivied wall; and from this room two other little rooms opened. The fire-places of all these rooms ranged round a common centre, and we all know that old chimneys take up a great deal of space. But still, the biggest chimney would hardly account for the difference between the length of the library and the combined lengths of the adjoining rooms. Anthony paced out the distances. Yes, there must be twenty feet or more missing. The chimneys could not account for all that. And besides, there was the window; that undoubted oblong of wood under the matted ivy.


Anthony looked closely at panelling and chimney-pieces.


“There ought to be a piece of carving,” he told himself; “the badge of your house, a lion’s head or what not, that moves in your hand, and then the secret is revealed.” And he went about, touching this and that carved leaf or scroll, and the warm wax ran over his fingers from the tall candle he carried.


In this way he examined the rooms beyond the library. The largest of them was luxuriously furnished with the pretty meretriciousness, the gilded graceful folly of the Second Empire. Glittering girandoles, consoles of ormulu and marble, chairs of carved and gilded wood upholstered in faded pink brocade, escritoires of smooth shiny marquetry, chairs and tables of papier-maché painted with flowers and gilt scroll-work, with rainbow insets of mother-of-pearl, an Aubusson carpet, a painted ceiling where cherubs sprawled, entangled in garlands of roses and loops of blue ribbon. Evidently the boudoir of some modish beauty of the eighteen-fifties. The panelling here had been painted white and its carved garlands gilded. New, it might have looked much too new, the gilding too gilt, the brocade too rose-coloured; inharmonious, probably, the tints of ceiling, carpet, and hangings. But time had laid over all a unifying greyness, the discords had slowly faded to a very delicate and graceful harmony. There was that scent of old pot-pourri and mouldering wood which hangs about rooms unused. And yet there was no dust, the room was evidently “done” as other rooms were “done,” daily. It was, somehow, like a room in a picture. No one could believe that anyone lived in it, ever had lived in it. There was nothing worn about it – at least, if anything were worn, it was by time and not by service. Anthony had found this room in his first eager search for the inside of the boarded window, but he had not, till now, become aware of the room’s personal character – its expression, as it were, the meaning of it.


Now, more quiet than the other rooms, it still seemed to be saying:


“Yes, you are right; I have a secret and I mean to keep it.”


Anthony heard it quite distinctly. He went back along the great library to where the tray was, and drank more coffee. And then he went back into that room that said it had a secret. As he went he noticed, what he had not noticed before, that its door was part of the panelling of the library. But for its handle and finger-plates, it might have passed unnoticed. And at once he felt that he knew. He went through the little suite of rooms, and stopped in front of the panelled wall that enclosed the space where the boarded window was. It was the same sort of panelling as that of the library. Holding the candle very close, he began to examine the lines of the moulding. And between two of the lines there was, without doubt, a narrow line of darkness, a crack. But nowhere could he find hint or hope of the secret spring which, to complete the adventure, must be there.


I do not know how to hope that you will forgive the Vandalism of his next act. The silence, the concealment, Lady Blair’s silly reticence – the whole thing suddenly came upon him like a wave. And, after all, it was his own house. He set the candle on a table, put his shoulder to the panel and pushed. Something gave a little. And at that his heart began to beat like a schoolgirl’s at a prize-giving. He turned round and kicked out, like an angry stallion, once, twice; and with a noise of cracking and wrenching and splintering, the panel yielded. He caught up the light and turned to see the dark oblong of a door. He had been right He bent his head, for the door was low, and went in. Nothing, just a little room like the others, only not furnished, and quite empty except for the dust of many years which lay on the floor thick and soft as any velvet carpet. There was the boarded window and the panelled walls – nothing else.


“How singularly rum,” he said; “why should there be any secret about a little room? Why should its window be boarded up? Why should Lady Blair have lied to me about it? Ah!”


A little sound behind him made him turn sharply. And if that which laid a sudden hand on his heart were not fear, it was very like it. Through the dim vista of the Empire-furnished rooms a pale figure was coming slowly towards him; it made a soft rustling sound as it came.


A curious shiver disconcerted him. He felt suddenly cold. Then, as suddenly, the blood rushed hotly to his face, and he went to meet the thing, whatever it was, holding the candle high so as to throw before him as large a circle of light as might be. As the thing came nearer, he could see that it was a slender woman in pale trailing garments, with head down-drooped and long loose plaits of hair. It came a little nearer yet and said:


“Oh, Anthony!”


“Why, it’s you!” he said, with quite extraordinary relief; “do you know I quite thought you were a ghost!”


He took the little hand, and led its owner back to the lamp-lit library, where the ghost could be seen to be Lady Blair in a marvellous tea-gown of shell-pink soft silk, old lace, and black velvet ribbons. It was not till he had placed her gently in a chair close to the lamp that he could be quite sure that the long plaits she wore were part of an almost perfect wig.


She was panting, almost sobbing.


“Don’t,” he said. “What’s the matter? Did the noise startle you? I’m sorry I made such a row, but I hate mysteries, unless I know I’m going to find them out. And I suddenly lost patience.”


“Did you—” she asked. “You didn’t see anything?”


“Only dust,” he said; “what should I see? But tell me.”


“Yes,” she said; “it’s no use not telling you now. Only I very much didn’t want you to go into that room. And really, there’s nothing to tell. I wish you’d go and shut all those doors.”


“You won’t vanish, if I do? I believe you are a ghost, really.”


“No – now you’ve done it, I must tell you, or you’ll think it’s worse than it is.”


“A family monster, usually introduced to the heir at his coming of age, like the Glamis thing?” he asked.


And she said “No, no,” but would he shut all the doors, please. So he did.


As he came back he wondered at her. In that dress, in that light, with that hair, she looked a girl. A wonderful illusion. It was only when one came quite close. . .


“Yes, I really will tell you,” she said. “It was foolish of me not to tell you before. But, you know, quite seriously, whenever that room is opened something terrible happens.”


“But why?” he asked.


“Well, Drelincourt was an abbey once, and when it was taken away from the monks there was a curse. And that room – promise me you won’t go in again tonight.”


“Of course not, if you don’t want me to.”


“Well, that room is the only bit of the old abbey that’s left standing – that and the part below it. It was the little porter’s room where the abbot stood to meet Henry’s men, and he spoke the curse there. I believe it was a terrible curse. No; I don’t know what it was.”


“But what happened?” Anthony asked. “Something must happen. How does anyone know there was a curse unless something happens?”


“Well, I daresay it’s all coincidence, but—”


“Yes?”


“Well, the eldest son of the Tobie Drelincourt who had the place first died suddenly ‘By the act and visitation of God,’ it says on his tomb in Latin, and his brother succeeded him. His eldest son, that was Howard Drelincourt, got his head cut off for treason. It turned out to be a mistake when too late, and I believe Queen Elizabeth was very sorry afterwards for the accident. Quite a boy he was, and his brother got the place. That was Anthony Drelincourt. He was the one who was Francis Bacon’s friend. He was the first baronet.”


“What happened to him?”


“The usual thing. He died without a son, and his brother inherited He was accused of black magic, and burned.”


Anthony thought of the book that Rose had given him, and a curious sensation like an inward flame, that warmed without burning, possessed him.


“Go on.”


“Well, that’s all,” she said; “only by some curious accident Drelincourt has never been inherited by the eldest son.”


“When was the room shut up?”


“It used to be shut up when I was a little girl. And when Sir Anthony – he was the eldest son and my cousin – came of age, he persuaded his father to open up the old place, and he used the place below – had it fitted up—”


“What for?”


“For a laboratory. And then—”


“And then?”


“Well, the eldest son had never inherited, it’s true, but for several generations they’d died quietly, of ordinary things, like people there wasn’t a curse on. And Anthony was engaged to be married. And a few days before the wedding was to have been, the girl disappeared, and he was found dead at the top of the steps in that little room you opened tonight. You are exactly like him. I wish you hadn’t gone in there. It was horrible to me to see you there. You are so frightfully like him.”


She put up both hands to her eyes, and he laid a hand on her elbow.


“Yes,” she said, under her breath. “That’s just it.”


“Had the girl run away with someone else, or what?”


“Nobody knows. Nobody ever will know. Nor yet what killed him. The doctors just said heart failure. It’s fifty years ago,” she said, dropping her hands. “I didn’t think I could be so silly. She—”


“What was she like?” Anthony asked gently; “pretty – nice?”


“Everyone adored her,” said Lady Blair vindictively; “she wouldn’t have given anyone a moment’s peace if they hadn’t. She was pretty, I will say that for her, and very attractive – and – well, you know, like a kitten that insists on being noticed. Sang to the guitar, and used to put gold-dust on her hair. Vain – heartless – and in the end he knew it.”


“You think—”


“I think at the end he felt he couldn’t live without her, and he wasn’t going to try. He thought she was the only girl in the world.”


“And she wasn’t?” Anthony said stupidly. But Lady Blair caught his hand and said,” How you understand!” And then, of course, he did, completely.


“How frightful for you,” he said.


“Yes, because before she came – It’s a dreadful thing, Anthony, to be an old woman, and have nothing beautiful to look back on – nothing real, I mean – only just to think how different everything might have been if only everything had been different. Well, that’s all the story. And tomorrow you’ll have the room locked up again, won’t you?”


He reflected. “I simply can’t,” he said then, “and if it’s been a laboratory, I’ll use it as mine. And I promise you not to be found dead on the stairs. And aren’t you hungry? I am. And it’s frightfully late. And I had hardly any dinner – because you weren’t there, I expect; and I’m sure you didn’t have much, because you were feeling how cruelly you’d disappointed me. Couldn’t we—? Only I don’t know the way. And besides, I suppose in really aristocratic circles no one ever forages in larders?”


“I haven’t for ages,” Lady Blair cried. “Oh, come along! I know the way. You bring a candle, and I’ll take one. We’ll go like a procession of youths and maidens.”


“Let’s light the drawing-room fire, and have a picnic on the hearthrug,” said Anthony.


“Let’s,” said she, “and we’ll forget all those sad old stories, and only remember that we’re hungry and that there’s something to eat in the house.”


“If we can find it. It’s like hunting for treasure.”


“Just!” she said; “let me go first, and don’t tread on my tail.”


She led the way lightly, gracefully.


“You are about eighteen,” he said, “and very charming.”


“We are both eighteen,” she said, “and both hungry. What more can we want?”


It was after the picnic on the hearthrug, among the cold chicken and champagne and gooseberry-pie and cream, that Anthony laid before Lady Blair his scheme for a house-party.


“I shall love it,” she said, “and I am so glad that your Rose is tall and clever and handsome. I hate your little helpless, appealing women. Yes, Eugenia was little, and helpless and appealing. Yes, her name was Eugenia. Let’s talk about what rooms they’re to have, and what we shall do to amuse them.”


So they talked, till the birds were noisy outside and the blue-grey of summer dawn reached thin fingers through the chinks of the shutters.


“Why, it’s morning,” said Lady Blair, sitting on the hearthrug with her pink draperies round her like rose petals; “what a night of dissipation!” She sprang up, and held out both hands to him. “Good night,” she said. “You’ve made me feel young again for an hour.”


“And you,” he said, “have made me feel old forever! I shall never be as young as you, if I live to be a thousand.”


“I wouldn’t do that,” she said – “not live to be a thousand, I mean. It’s bad enough to live to be seventy-two.”


“But supposing—” he said.


“Supposing one could go on living without getting old – the Faust idea?” she answered quickly; “that would be more horrible than anything. You would outlive everything – everything that makes life worth while. Did you ever hear of the Elixir of Life?”


He laughed. “Do you know, I think I must have.”


“It’s all nonsense, of course; but Anthony – my Anthony – was always dreaming about it. It’s all nonsense, and if it were true, it would be intolerable. I’m glad you don’t believe in those sort of silly things. You don’t, do you?”


“Now should I?” he asked, and began to pick up the plates.


“Oh, don’t trouble,” she said.


“But won’t the servants think we must be mad? Having supper on the mat, like cats?”


She opened her eyes very wide.


“My dear child,” she said, “life wouldn’t be worth living if one troubled about what they think. Whatever does it matter what they think? We’re not villa-dwellers.”



    ~



When she had gone, he opened the long shutters and threw up the window and looked out on the grey and rose of dawn, above the trees of the park that stood up like fat rocks in a sea of pale mist. Anthony stood there looking out on all this tranquil beauty that was his own, and would be Rose’s. And suddenly he thought of Malacca Wharf and the dreadful waste land where rubbish was shot, and the mean streets beyond, where Rose’s biscuit boys lived in filth and poverty. And he felt what even the meanest worm of a rich man must surely feel at least once in a life, when he looks on his own life-lot and then on the life-lot of the poor. At such moments, one says, not with smug satisfaction, but with bitter shame:




      “Not more than others I deserve,




      But Thou hast given me more.”





“I must do something for those boys some day,” he said, salving his conscience with charitable designs. But his conscience would not be put off. He turned from the window and looked at the comfortable grandeur of the room, and he thought of those other rooms.


“Oh, very well then,” he said, as though in answer to the words of Another, “I’ll send Rose a cheque today for her boys.”


But the Other, once roused, was not easy to silence. He remained thoughtful, and presently he shrugged his shoulders impatiently.


“All right, I tell you,” he told the Other, “all right; I’ll go into the whole question. I’ll talk it over with Rose. All right, I won’t forget.”


The sun had risen now, and the tops of the trees were golden, though still the park lay in misty shadow. A keeper and two dogs passed across a vista of foreign conifers, and vanished.


He went back to the library and wrote his invitations, fixing times and trains, and put them in the box in the hall.


And now the sun was bright and the whole beautiful world awake.


“The servants will be up presently, I suppose,” he said; “it seems silly to go to bed. Yes, of course. What else?”


He went back through the library to the boudoir, opening shutters as he went, and windows, to let in the air and light of a new day. In the soft radiance of early morning the Second Empire furniture looked, he thought, more ghostly than ever. The door of the little room had swung open again, and into its darkness from door and clouded skylight came faint revealing light that still, however, left the darkness much to conceal. He went back for candles – tall new candles. Because, of course, what he wanted to see now was the place underneath that had been used as a laboratory.


And when he had the candles, and knew what he was looking for, which last night he had not known, he found easily enough the panelled door, that was only bolted, and that opened with a crack like a pistol-shot as paint parted from paint that had lain close to it for fifty years. The door moved slowly and complainingly on hinges long unoiled, and disclosed stairs that led down.


Remembering stories of vaults long closed, whose air was death to breathe, he thrust the candle before him into the darkness. Its flame swirled with his movement, but it burnt brightly, and he went forward. The stairs were of stone and soft with dust. They curved round as the stairs of turrets do. His hand on the wall felt dry stone, and the air, as he descended, was, though chill, not damp.


At the foot of the stairs was a door, shaped to the arch it filled – a door of heavy oak carved in a sort of rough linen pattern, and grey with age. It stood ajar. He pushed it open, and went through into a strange place.


A large octagonal room; high up, the walls were pierced by narrow lancets that let in air and no light. Pillars were ranged round it, which had evidently at some time, supported a groined roof, but the groining ceased abruptly a yard above the spring of the arches, and the roof was not of stone but of wood, flat square boards, incongruous and unsightly. The walls, too, were matchboarded, covering the pillars, to a height of seven feet or so. Wood was fitted between the pillars at the top of the matchboarding, forming shelves, and there were other shelves below, and on them many bottles. Benches below bore the chemical apparatus that was “up to date” in the middle of last century. There was a balance in its glass-house on a table, a baize cloth over it. A book lay open, with a pen on it, and an inkstand near. It looked as though someone had been writing in that book but a moment before, and had thrown down the pen, interrupted in his work by Anthony’s approach. But that ink had been dry years and years before Anthony was born, and the hand that had written in that book had most likely never written anything more after that was written. Anthony blew the fine dust from the page, and read or tried to read. But what was written there was written in a shorthand unknown to him; the chemical formulae, plainly distinguishable as such by their grouping, were written in some cypher, only at the end of all were words in ordinary writing, and not such words as one expects to find in the notebook of a scientist – three words written very hurriedly: “Not death. She—” Then the pen had rolled across the page, leaving its dark trail. The writer must have felt Death coming to him, and fled from Death to meet Him at the top of those winding steps. Anthony felt very sorry for that man. Perhaps the news of her flight had come to him suddenly. He had not known at first that her going meant the end of life. He had tried to believe that he could bear it, and had gone back to his work. And then, even as he wrote the cypher-tale of his experiments, the truth came home to him. A man in a laboratory like this had no need to leave it to look for Death elsewhere. Only at the last, perhaps, he felt he did not want to die alone; perhaps he remembered the other girl, who was old Lady Blair now, but who then was young and loved him. Perhaps he had tried to go to her, and met only Death.


“Poor chap!” he said; “I wonder whether I should kill myself if Rose went off with someone?” – and instantly was ashamed of the question because the answer was so quick and so definite.


He looked round the room again. There were shelves of books, a mercury barometer in a long mahogany case hung on the wooden wall. There was a carved oak chest, grey like the door, and on tables and benches all a medley of dulled, glass-clouded bottles, papers disordered, retort-stands disconsolate.


Lamps with reflectors were fixed to the walls, the old Colza lamps that used to have to be wound up like clocks, responding to the winding by gulps and gurglings and tricklings of hidden oil.


A gaunt structure of chains, wheels, cranks, and pulleys against the wall at one side set Anthony wondering and examining. There was a wheel. He turned it, and with a rattling sound the slack chains stiffened to heavy resistance. There was a creaking sound, a cracking sound, from overhead, and then a sudden shower of dust like rain fell on his face and on the candles. Both candles went out. Anthony, in the dark, calling himself a fool, held onto the wheel and waited. Everything was quiet as death. If he let go the handle the machinery, whatever it was, might run down suddenly, with any sort of result unforeseen and undesired. If, on the other hand, he went on turning – A moment’s reflection convinced him that no one would have set up machinery whose sole end should be to destroy the man who worked it. And curiosity backed reason. He must go on turning the wheel. But he would strike a match first and see what had sent the dust down on him.


The strong resistance which the wheel still offered warned him not to let it go. So fumblingly, leaning against the handle and still holding it with one hand, he tried with the other to get out a match and strike it. It is not easy to find your match-box, open it, get a match out and strike it, with one hand; but if you are careful you can do it. Anthony did it, and held up the little wax taper. By its light he could see fairly well the roof from which the dust had fallen, but he could not see what had caused the fall. He made a little torch of wax matches and dropped them carefully to the floor, where they burnt merrily – wax matches have this property. Then, slowly and deliberately, he turned the wheel a little, backwards and forwards. A fresh shower of dust fell, which put out his torch and made his eyes smart, but not before he had seen the effect of his efforts. The roof had moved.


Pleasantly surprised, he continued his investigations with scientific deliberation. Having let the wheel run very slowly back, until all was as before, he let go the handle, walked over and lighted the candles, made little dust shelters for them with two glass plates and some bottles, took off his coat, and then went back to his winding. And now all was clear. As he laboriously turned the handle, the roof slowly, very slowly, tilted up on one edge, like the lid of a box.


“This will be a long job,” thought Anthony.


At the end of five minutes’ hard labour the roof stood up vertically against the wall of the room above, and through the partially-obscured skylight of the roof he could see the vague blue and white of the morning sky. The little door which led to the stairs now opened on a space seven feet above his head.


Anthony, mopping his brow and thrilled with the enthusiasm of the discoverer, now first began to consider the meaning of it all. He examined the wheels and chains.


“The main part of the mechanism is quite simple, and merely consists of levers and chain-geared wheels enough to give sufficient mechanical advantage to enable a man’s strength to move the roof. That means a pretty big advantage; hence the operation is of necessity slow.”


And, “It must be jolly dry here, for all the steel-work to be in such good condition. The chains run quite sweetly.”


And again, “Why did the other Anthony rig up all this business? He’d want the light, and the extra space would be handy for keeping the air clear of fumes, and the floor lying against the door up there as it does now would ensure privacy all right. He might have had the floor taken out, but I daresay he wanted the place to look unchanged from above. At any rate, it’s all very neat.” And his admiration for the machinery, which certainly was well-planned and carried out, caused him to murmur, “Very neat!” aloud, once or twice.


A quarter of an hour later his admiration was renewed when he discovered the function of a mass of steel-work high up on the machinery, which had, at first, seemed superfluous. The discovery was a relief, for the subconscious Anthony had for some time been wondering how the material Anthony was going to persuade the roof to return to its original position so that he might get out. He took up the old manuscript book and drew a rough sketch of the machinery with a little programme pencil that lurked in his pocket. With the help of his sketch, it was quite easy to find what should be the release, but, he thought, “I’ll have to hang onto the handle pretty tight, or the thing will run down with noise enough to wake the dead.” Hanging on with the meditated tightness, he cautiously moved with his left hand the releasing lever, and, after a few futile attempts, found the right way to adjust it. But surprisingly, after one jerk the roof began to descend very slowly, and the handle, instead of pulling impatiently on his ready strength, merely turned slowly with well-regulated solemnity. After the first half-minute he let go altogether, and watched the roof slowly settle down with a subdued clanking and grinding.


“By Jove!” he said; “that affair up there must be a brake, and a very nicely regulated one too, judging by the uniformity of the working. Just push the lever over, and look on in lordly indolence. And when the thing’s cleaned and oiled, it won’t be very hard work to wind it up.” In his delight at finding it all so straightforward, he seized the handle and wound the roof up again, after which he lowered it once more with calm satisfaction.


Then he looked again, more closely, at the furniture of the room, if benches and apparatus can be called furniture; blew the dust from odd bottles and examined the labels, still clear under their protecting wax; opened drawers full of wire, corks, odd lengths of glass tubing, empty bottles, clamps, and all the odd trifles that are found in all laboratories. Most of the bottles were the ordinary reagents of the organic and physiological chemist; but a few of them bore mere letters and numbers, E II, and such like. The balance, its glass case clean and bright under the dusty protecting leather, looked a little antiquated, but it was a beautiful instrument; two microscope cases of bright mahogany gave, by their polished opulence, promise of fine workmanship within, but they were locked.


“I expect the lenses are not up to much compared to our modern, stuff,” he murmured; and, condensing his observations; “but things on the whole don’t seem to have altered much in the last fifty years as far as ordinary apparatus is concerned. I shan’t want much to make this place into a very efficient laboratory for the second Anthony.”


He went back to the book.


“I must put Bats on to this,” he said, turning page after page of unenlightening symbols, till, as he came once more to the three living words, “Not death – She” – the last convulsions of his second candle threw yellow waves over the old writing.


“I’d better get out of this before the light goes,” said he, and went up the stairs. “What an adventure! It’s almost worth while being a Drelincourt and having an Ancestral Hall. Hope I don’t meet Wilkes.”
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And in the hall he gave “Good morning!” to a startled Wilkes, who had hardly time before meeting his master’s eye to adjust the butlerial mask over the face of a much intrigued and interested man. For Wilkes also, the morning had not been dull. When Sebastien discovered that Sir Anthony’s bed had not been slept in; when others remarked that there were, on the drawing-room hearthrug, the remains of an informal banquet for two; that someone had opened the shutters, and that Sir Anthony himself was missing, the most delicious anxieties and suspenses agitated the servants’ hall.


The letters in the box were sent off as usual by the morning postman, and it was Wilkes, always a bit of a Sherlock Holmes, who remarked that they had been written that morning. He made the remark in the pleasant housekeeper’s room, where the morning sun was gay on plush and photographs and red geraniums.


“But how can you tell, Mr. Wilkes?” the housekeeper asked in almost awestruck admiration that yet had no incredulity in it.


“By the ink, Mrs. Simpkins,” said the butler gravely. “By the ink; the blue-black writing fluid with which I fill the library inkstands with is not blue-black to commence with. It is blue first, and black after some space of time has elapsed – five or six hours, as a point of fact. Now the ink on those envelopes is still blue. You take my meaning? I shouldn’t be surprised if something had happened.”


“Don’t say that, Mr. Wilkes,” Mrs. Simpkins pleaded; “of course I know that in the midst of life – but perhaps he’s only gone for a walk.”


“In his evening clothes? Ho, no! Mrs. Simpkins.” The butler was positive, with his thumbs in the armholes of his waistcoat.


Cook sent an emissary to enquirer whether it was any good cooking breakfast, and Wilkes returned the majestic answer that, of course, breakfast would be served as usual.


“Shut the door – do,” said the housekeeper, as the emissary went. “Now, Mr. Wilkes, just between me and you and the door shut – did you ever hear anything to make you say what you did about suppose something was to happen? Because her ladyship’s maid – you see her ladyship’s getting on, of course, really, and now and then she’s let things drop. You’re so clever, Mr. Wilkes, you ought to write a history of the County Families, telling the parts that the books leave out. You wouldn’t put the real names, of course; just Lord H. and the Honourable Miss P. and a certain well-known Cavalry Major’s lady.”


Wilkes owned that he had thought of the idea himself sometimes. “But my duties,” he pointed out, “do not leave me much leisure. But about the Family. Well, you and me are the Family, in a manner of speaking, if you take my meaning; and I am sure it won’t go further.”


“Not a word shall pass my lips,” Mrs. Simpkins assured him, and thought how surprised her elder sister would be when she told her – “do go on.”


“I have sent Charles and James out to search the park, also Oddling; and Mr. Mackenzie will send, some men round by the home farm. So that all that is humanly active has been done, and I don’t feel that I’m wasting time talking to you,” he admitted handsomely.


“Thank you,” said the housekeeper with gratitude, “and do sit down, Mr. Wilkes. Take the saddle-back chair; it’s the easiest.”


“At the same time I will be brief, because Sir Anthony may turn up in time for breakfast, because, Mrs. Simpkins, the gist of the matter is this; this sort of disappearing and turning up again is hereditarary in the family. My uncle fulfilled the office of Butler at Drelincourt before my time, and he told me the facts. It appears there’s a little room that’s been bricked up since, owing to something of a fatalistic nature happening whenever the room was opened to inspection. And my uncle told me when I took the place that room wasn’t to be so much as named. Well, the late Sir Anthony, the last baronet’s elder brother, he had this room opened it seems, and messed about in it with liquors in bottles and chemical scents to a degree that my uncle said was poisonous. He and Miss Cecily – her that’s Lady Blair now, having married Sir Wilson Blair later by her father’s express wish, and not a say of her own about it – him and Miss Cecily were as good as engaged; very thick they were, my uncle says, very thick indeed. Miss Cecily’s father’s place being close by – Battle’s End they had, that the Goldschmids have now – the young couple were thrown much together, and there is no doubt an attachment sprung up between the two.”


“You ought to write for the papers,” said Mrs. Simpkins, “really you ought.”


“Not at all,” said Mr. Wilkes, bowing as he sat, and now enjoying himself very much. “The young lady and gentleman appeared, my uncle says, to be all in all to each other; rides and drives and staying at each other’s houses – she here more than him there, because of his chemical smells which she couldn’t wean him from for more than a day or two at a time. And all went merry as a marriage bell till the foreign young lady came to light.”


“How was it found out?” said Mrs. Simpkins eagerly, at once thinking the worst.


“Oh! I don’t mean what you mean,” Mr. Wilkes assured her; “it was all ong ragle and no scandal, seeing the youthful cousins hadn’t been announced engaged. Miss Delmar was a distant connection of the family’s on one side, and she came on a visit to Miss Cecily, and later on here. Instantly she appeared on the scene, poor Miss Cecily’s goose was cooked. I mean her chances of happiness were at an end.”


“You mean he jilted her?”


“I don’t think any of the family would go so low as jilting a lady, Mrs. Simpkins,” Mr. Wilkes reproved; “but the understanding was entirely at an end. My uncle says he remembers Miss Eugenia, that was Miss Delmar, having a way with her that nobody could resist – even him, a married man, and not of course quite equal in station. He says he would have got her down the moon out of the sky – that was his word – if she’d fancied it, and if he could have. So that shows. She turned everybody’s head that came near her, even females. And Sir Anthony, from the instant he beheld her in cherry-coloured tarlatan at the Hunt Ball, it was all up. Their engagement was announced sharp enough, and poor Miss Cecily to be bridesmaid. It was the talk of the county. The wedding was to be here – all Miss Delmar’s people being foreign on the mother’s side, and her father dead, and Sir Anthony was stopping at the Dower House and coming here every day.”


“Didn’t she interfere with his Chemistery?” Mrs. Simpkins asked.


“Not she. She was deep in it with him. First thing she does is to ask him to teach her how. So they spent days together alone in the labatry he’d fitted up in the little room that had used to be bricked up. My uncle says she was like a rose just cut early in the morning.


“Sir Anthony fairly worshipped the ground she walked on, as the saying is. And anyone would have thought she did the same. They were a beautiful couple, my uncle says, and the admired of all. He furnished that room off the library purposely for her – the latest up-to-date furniture it was then, I believe – though it’s all gone out now. You know, Mrs. Simpkins, the boudior that’s never used. Well, I must cut it short; it’s close on eight, and if Sir Anthony doesn’t turn up, I’m not sure but I ought to let the police know. Where was I?”


“The wedding.”


“Yes, of course. Well, there wasn’t any wedding. The day before it was to have been, everyone was very busy getting the place decorated, and arches in the park and so forth and so on; and him and her alone together, as usual, among the bottles and the liquors. His mother didn’t approve because they wouldn’t have a chaperone with them; but he said Science couldn’t be chaperoned, and it seems a young lady and gentleman may be alone as long as they like so long as there’s enough bottles and jars and dull books with them. And no one suspected anything. And then he was missing at dinnertime – just like our Sir Anthony’s missing now. And they went to call him, and there he was lying stone dead at the top of the laboratory stairs.”


“I’m glad it’s bricked up.” Mrs. Simpkins shuddered. “Or else I should be afraid to go and see what might have happened.”


“It was a dreadful blow, I understand,” Mr. Wilkes said.


“Poor young thing,” said Mrs. Simpkins, her heart with the bride of fifty years ago; “how did she bear it?”


“She didn’t know it,” said Mr. Wilkes; “she wasn’t there. She’d disappeared. At first they thought she’d gone crazy, and run out when he fell dead, and began to scout for her accordingly. But it wasn’t so. Because the doctor said he’d only been dead an hour; and her ladyship, his mother, had been sitting in the library since half-an-hour after luncheon. She used to sit there most of the time when they were down among the bottles; my uncle said it was as near chaperoning as they’d let her get. No, Miss Delmar must have eloped early in the afternoon before her ladyship went to the library. She must have told him all was over, or left a letter or something. And he couldn’t bear it, so he killed himself, though they did bring it in ‘heart.’”


“It was heart,” said Mrs. Simpkins sentimentally, “and then?”


“Why, then all was horror and despair. Orders to stop building the arches, mounted man for the doctor; and Miss Cecily, who’d come at tea-time to be ready for next day, with a aching heart, no doubt, under her bridesmaid’s exterior, she went nearly mad, they say, put her arms round the body, and they had to tear her away by force. She was very ill after that. A dreadful business it must have been.”


“I don’t wonder she was upset,” said Mrs. Simpkins, “and that was her ladyship when she was young! To think of that! You’d never think it to look at her now, would you? And what became of the bride, after all? Where had she gone to? Who had she gone to?”


“Nobody ever knew. My uncle says she vanished as implicitly as though the ground had opened and swallowed her up. Nobody ever heard any more of her. Most likely she fled back to her foreign parentage. But it was well managed. Someone must have been waiting with a carriage and driven by the back lanes, and so got away unseen. You wouldn’t have thought she could have been so heartless as it turned out. My uncle said no one would have believed it of her. She was always so kind to everyone. But love, Mrs. Simpkins, love laughs at – at all sorts of things, you know; and there’s no doubt there was Another lurking in the background all the time.”


“Poor young thing,” said Mrs. Simpkins, “I wonder if she’s alive yet, and if she was happy? “You may well wonder,” said Wilkes. “Now if you were me, would you send for the police?”


“I’d have one more look first,” Mrs. Simpkins advised.


“There are no young ladies in the case this time,” said Wilkes hopefully.


“Oh! but didn’t I tell you?” Mrs. Simpkins asked. “No, of course I didn’t. Everything happening like it did put everything out of my head. Lady Blair told Miss Connolly this morning that Sir Anthony’s engaged, and the lady and quite a house-party he’s invited down. And she won’t bring her maid. And none of the house-party’s bringing their servants. I wonder what sort of people they are?”


“Now, mind you,” said Mr. Wilkes, “I like Sir Anthony. Speaking as one man about another man, I like him. But you can always tell. He’s been living in London, among a low lot, I shouldn’t wonder. Artists and chemists and people like that. We mustn’t expect too much from his friends, Mrs. Simpkins. He’ll soon drop his low acquaintances as he gets used to the title and the property; and if his young lady is presentable – we shall do, we shall do.”


“According to Sebastien,” said Mrs. Simpkins, unmoved, “his young lady is something quite out of the common. I understood him to say she was a queen. Of course she can’t be that, but I expect it’s his foreign way of saying that she is a princess.”


“Titles like that,” said Mr. Wilkes, “are as cheap abroad, I believe, as knighted the year he was mayor is with us.”


“Sebastien told me,” the housekeeper pursued, “that she was beautiful, like the beautiful day, and good as Madonna herself.”


“Ah!” Mr. Wilkes explained, “he meant the Virgin Mary, these Catholics think such a lot of. Well, you take the upstairs and I’ll take the down. We’ll have one more look round, and if we don’t find him I’ll take it on me to send George for the police. If anything had happened to Sir Anthony, such as waylaying by a gang, it would look bad if the police hadn’t been sent for.”


Then Mr. Wilkes went out and met Anthony coming through the hall after his night of adventure, dusty from head to foot, with cobwebs instead of vine-leaves in his hair.



    ~



The delicate rose-rouge stood up in strong relief on a very white face when Lady Blair heard how Anthony had ended the night. He did not tell her all. The secret of the machinery that the other Anthony had devised, that was the other Anthony’s secret, and the new Anthony would keep it. And the note-book he had brought away with him and laid under lock and key in his room. And he did not tell of that. But he told of the laboratory and its fifty years’ dust, and how he had broken in on its fifty years’ solitude, and he invited her to come and see everything, before he perceived how pale she was.


“I wish you hadn’t,” she said; “I wish you wouldn’t. No, nothing would induce me to go near the place. My uncle had the place fastened up again at once after that happened. Everything must be just as he left it. I know nothing good will come of opening it. I wish I could persuade you to have it all locked up again.”


“I couldn’t,” he said honestly; “but I won’t bother you to come down if you don’t want to. I wrote this morning asking Rose and the others to come on Monday. I hope you’ll like them.”


“I always like young people,” said Lady Blair, and her skin grew less like old powder-covered wax. “We must do something to amuse them. Would they like a dinner-party; just a few friends; because, of course, we’re still in mourning for your uncle, poor dear. But we could ask a few nice people. Crowds of people have called, besides the ones you’ve seen. What do you say?”


“I’m a little out of my depth,” he said.


“But you swim beautifully,” said she.


“I’m afraid I flounder a good deal. I think I would like to get used to the element before I ask my friends to plunge into it with me. I thought we might ask St. Maur, and that nice chap who collects beetles. I never heard his name. I never do hear people’s names.”


“Lord Alfriston; yes.”


“I didn’t know,” said Anthony, a little dashed;” he seemed all right.”


“That would make ten,” Lady Blair said, “and only four girls. Wouldn’t you like me to ask a girl or two and one or two more men?”


“You see,” Anthony said comfortably; “it’s like this. We’re all brought up to think that a man’s a man for all that, and that the rank is but the guinea stamp; and I hope I’m as democratic as the next man, and we’re all equal before the law, and in the sight of, and all that. And, of course, you can read ‘The Manners and Customs of Good Society’ by the butler of a duke, but it only tells you not to put your knife in your mouth, which you know before. And there’s no getting over it; the worlds are different.”


“You are Sir Anthony Drelincourt,” she said.


“I believe you are right. But I wasn’t always, and this world of yours isn’t my world, and the atmosphere’s different, the standard’s different, the sous entendus, the taken-for-granteds are different, the basis is different. Your lot have always had plenty of money.”


“If you only knew,” she sighed. “I could tell you stories—”


“About the distressing poverty of the aristocracy, and how hard it is to make both ends meet on three thousand a year. But the stories I could tell you are about people who have to decide whether they’ll have a book or a breakfast, and whether, if you walk from Chelsea, you wear out more shoe leather than the twopence a ’bus would cost would pay for. We’re all ‘Ladies and Gentlemen,’ of course; perish the doubt! but the point of view’s different, so different that when I’m talking to your callers, I feel as though I were a South Sea Islander just introduced to the oldest civilisation in the world. Or else—”


“Yes – you must go into Parliament later on. Yes; or else—”


“Or else,” he ended grimly, “as though I were a civilised man visiting savage tribes, making notes in my superior high-minded way of their curious superstitions, their reverence for their totems, which to me seem such silly odd little things. I find myself scientifically interested in their sacred books; the red-backed ones, you know, where the tribal history’s written with that lofty calm the Initiate uses in writing of sacred things. I study the rites and ceremonies, what the temple slaves do, what the priests do, the high priest bearing coffee on a silver tray, the array of sacred vessels, each with its appointed use; the ceremonial robes of the priestesses, the—”


“Oh! don’t rag us like that, Anthony,” she interrupted; “it’s all nonsense. We’re all exactly the same, really.”


“I daresay you are right,” he said; “and that it’s all nonsense. At any rate, it hasn’t the seriousness of the other life where the ’bus fare and the boots loom so large. And if you go among savages, or if you’re a savage and go among the civilised – if you go out of your natural environment, I mean – you’ve no choice but to accept the other people’s convention, or try to make them accept yours. And I’m not at present prepared to do either.”


“I think you make mountains out of—”


“The usual material? I think not. The people who go out of my element into yours can only keep afloat by colossal pretences. And those who come from you to us have a brief dip and go back saying how odd the Bohemian life is.”


“But you and I get on so well,” she urged plaintively.


“But then you and I are us,” he said; “I’ll say we, if you like, but us is what I mean. If the others were like you! Anyhow, don’t let’s have any strange girls. Only my friends and St. Maur and the beetle man.”



    ~



Lady Blair was very charming to the three girls. Her tact fought with her natural disinclination to be out of doors without a veil, and tact won. She received them on the terrace, dainty in black muslin over white silk, with a very shady hat of white and black, and red carnations at her slender waist. Rose, the most self-possessed of the three, appeared at first the most nervous, for Esther was concealing shyness under a mask of confidence, and was wearing her eye-glasses, which ordinarily she only used for writing, to look superior through. Whatever happened, she was not going to be patronised. Linda was frightened, which gave her an air of frigid disapproval.


Lady Blair asked kind questions about the journey. Tea was imminent, and a table gleamed white and silver at the terrace end.


Esther and Linda both wished they hadn’t come, but Rose looked at Anthony, and thought that someday she would paint his portrait with that background of grey stone and ivy with the shoulder of distant Downs curving across the corner of the picture, and a bit of the park showing between the stone urns that brimmed over with trailing blossoms at each side of the gaps that the wide steps made in the line of the balustrade. And she looked out over the quiet beauty of the garden and park, and was glad that it was his. Also she saw herself a ministering angel stooping from this heaven with gracious gifts of coals and blankets and soup to the deserving poor. Then she caught herself at it, and smiled. “We’ll do better than that,” she told herself. But she did not tell herself that this was too big and beautiful a home for one man and one woman in a world where other men and women lived in the mean streets beyond the waste that lies against Malacca Wharf.


The smile was still on her lips when she turned to answer Lady Blair’s question.


“Yes, indeed, I like it,” she said; “it’s the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen. The terraces and the poplars and the fountains and the statues. It’s like the background of a Watteau.”


“Do you know,” said Lady Blair, someone said exactly that to me once before, just here, one day like this? Fifty years ago.”


“Then I wasn’t plagiarising, only quoting a classic,” Rose said, and smiled again.


“It was a girl, too.”


“I suppose girls’ minds run on Watteau because of fans,” Rose suggested.


None of the girls could have explained why they were nervous; in theory, of course, an educated woman is the equal of duchesses, but in practise the change from Soho to Ancestral Halls is disconcerting. Perhaps it is the sense of difference between the lives of those who earn their livings and those who not only don’t earn them, but have never even thought of earning them. Perhaps it was a question of clothes, because William Bats and the doctor seemed quite at ease. As for Mullinger, his money, though made in Insect Powder, had taken him to many such houses as this.


Tea was not a merry meal, but it was not a social disaster. And after tea, Lady Blair said something about the lake, and they found themselves going down the terrace steps.


“I’ll just slip away,” Lady Blair told Anthony; “you’ll have so many things to talk about. Don’t be afraid, the old woman won’t be a skeleton at the feast, except at such times as the feast materializes in mutton or tea-cakes. You and your friends are free of me till dinner.”


“Don’t be absurd,” said Anthony; “though you’re right this time, I shan’t let you do it again. You’ve been a dear to them. By this time tomorrow they’ll all love you almost as much as I do.” He kissed her hand in the shelter of a great white rose bush, and she went back to the house.


He was a true prophet. When Lady Blair chose to be irresistible, no one could resist her. By the next tea-time she was calling the girls by their Christian names. And by the tea-time after that they had christened her their Fairy Godmother. The intense vitality that had kept her young so long delighted in their vigorous youth. The young men all professed themselves in love with her. She arranged all sorts of pleasures for them – boating, picnics, drives, and there was tennis and croquet; and going on, under and behind everything, the beautiful house and the beautiful weather, for the sun shone every day, and at night the moon was big and silvery over poplar and weeping willow, and lake and little temple, and all the sentimental detailed work of a long-dead landscape gardener.


Rose loved it all, the house, its pictures and rich restful elegance, the garden, the hills, the luxurious comfort of a perfectly-working household. And yet she was miserable. For here, among these surroundings, Anthony seemed less hers than ever. He was more uniformly affectionate, it is true, but uniform affection is tasteless food to a young woman in love. Rose felt that she would have been contented to be ignored by him for five days of the week, and beaten on the sixth, if, on the seventh, he would have held her in his arms and made her believe that love, resisted for six days, had, on the seventh, proved irresistible. When they two were alone together, which was not conspicuously seldom, he would hold her hand and kiss her lips with a certain air of premeditation infinitely exasperating. His love-making was more than it had been, but less convincing. “Un peu voulu,” a critic might have said. His lips found love-names for her readily enough now, but none of them had even the force of the earlier declaration that had discontented her. And never once did she see in his eyes the look they had worn when he gazed on her from the crystal.


“You are the luckiest of dogs, confound you,” William Bats told his friend. “But I’d give all the rest of your great possessions for your library, and you don’t ever use it.”


“I often sit there,” Drelincourt protested.


“Sit there!” said Bats in deep disgust.


Anthony showed his house to the Septet with the thoroughness of a child exhibiting a new toy, reserving to the last, of course, the faded boudoir and the little room whose skylight had been cleaned, and the octagonal laboratory, now once again neatly ordered. But the working of the machinery he did not show, nor the book, nor did he tell them of the roof that moved. One must have some secrets even from one’s best friend and the girl of one’s choice; and this secret seemed at least as innocent as the secrets of most young men.


“And you give us leave to explore?” Bats asked. “That chest looks to me very much like the mistletoe bough.”


“We’ll find a key to it, never fear,” said Anthony.


Wilfred Wilton found his chief interest in the herb garden, a curious winter garden of tropical and subtropical plants, mostly medicinal, which had “always been there,” the gardener told him.


Nothing happened that was not good to live, and is not dull to chronicle, till the night when St. Maur and Lord Alfriston came to dine, and Lady Blair had the inspiration to make it a costume dinner. She turned out old chests and old wardrobes till heaps of old and beautiful clothes lay piled on the floors of the great bedchambers, beautiful clothes of the bygone days when not only women dressed beautifully.


“We’ll all dress up,” said Lady Blair gaily. “I shall be a Marquise, and I hope somebody will be black Monsieur de Voltaire for a contrast.”


It was at the end of that evening – an evening of joyous and successful folly – that William Bats, white in his Charles the First suit, came to Anthony, took his arm and led him to a window, and without word of warning said:


“Look here, I want you to know that I know.”


“That you know what, you old duffer?” Anthony asked.


“About that body,” said Bats, without further phrase. Anthony said, “What body?” and laughed.


And Bats replied, not laughing, “The dead body. I’ve stood your guinea-pigs and monkeys, but when it comes to human beings—”


“We’re going to do a minuet,” Lady Blair interrupted; coming into the embrasure of the window where they stood. “Come!”


“In a moment,” Anthony said. “Half a moment – may I?” And she left them again.


“Are you mad, or am I?” Anthony asked.


“I propose to find out later,” said Bats quietly; “in the meantime you had better join the dance.”


“On with the dance! Let joy be unrefined!” said Anthony. “Silly trick, you almost frightened me! Though I’ve no idea what you meant. Only body sounded bad.”


He laughed and joined the dance, and Bats, left alone in the window, rubbed his chin doubtfully and fingered a little key.



XIII



      The Discovery





“Good night, everybody. Now be good boys, and don’t stay up till the grey dawn, smoking and talking.” Lady Blair turned at the bend of the staircase to throw the last word over her graceful shoulder at the group of men who stood at the stair-foot looking up at the bright flock she shepherded.


The evening had “gone like the change of a five pound note,” as the doctor put it. Mullinger had found that Linda Smith could look pretty in the dress of a Dresden shepherdess, and he wondered whether she were not perhaps pretty even in her ordinary clothes, if one were to notice. Such discoveries, such speculations add new feathers to the wings of time. Lord Alfriston was astonished to find these girls, from a Bohemia unknown to him, quite as amusing as the dwellers in the Bohemia he knew, and much more intelligent.


Lady Blair had a genius for the lighting of interiors. No cruel revealing glare was ever suffered to spoil a scene for her. And the soft shading silks, of pink and pale apricot, made the fair women look like roses, gave to the dark ones the bloom and colour of nectarines. Each woman had been conscious that she looked her best, and every man had seemed to think so too. What more can one need to make an evening a success?


And now it was over, and the bright dresses and laughing faces showed for a moment against the dark panelling of the staircase, a massed bouquet of pink and blue and white, eyes that sparkled, and red lips that smiled, made vivid by the little blue and yellow flames of the candles, and the gleam of reflected light on the silver candlesticks.


“A charming picture,” said Lord Alfriston, as soon as the picture had ceased to be.


“I hear you have discovered your uncle’s secret laboratory,” he went on, as they turned back into the library; “most thrilling! I’ve heard my father speak of that laboratory as being something very curious, but he never would tell me any more than that. I suppose he was bound to secrecy. They were great friends, you know. Thank you – a very little, and plenty of soda. I should very much like to see the secret room, Drelincourt.”


“I’ll show it you now,” said Anthony, picking up a candlestick. “Come on!”


“I wouldn’t tonight,” said Bats suddenly.


“But night is the time for these explorations, surely,” Lord Alfriston urged, and Anthony said, “Why ever not?” and moved towards the door.


“Well,” said Bats, with a sort of laugh, “I see I shall have to own up. I hid there when we were playing hide-and-seek, and it didn’t strike me as very safe. I thought there might be some accident with those stairs, and I locked the room up. It was a confounded liberty, I know, Tony, and now I’m sorry to say I can’t produce the key. Heaven knows where it has got to! I’m frightfully sorry.”


There was a shade of annoyance in Anthony’s eyes as they met those of Bats, but he said:


“All right, Bill. Don’t worry about it. It doesn’t matter. It will turn up all right.”


Lord Alfriston also said it did not matter, and Mullinger said it was extraordinary how keys did get lost; and the doctor told a story of a boy who swallowed a key, and had worn it in his inside for twenty years, when a surgeon, operating for something quite different, had the unexpected pleasure of finding the lost object. And they all got sleepy, and said good night, and went their ways with their bedroom candles.


Anthony, alone in his great room with the funereal four-poster and the large inter-mahogany spaces, felt for the first time a thrill of complete satisfaction with destiny. What luck he had had! Some men went to their graves without ever having had a gleam of such luck as had shone on him. Everything had happened just as one would have chosen it to happen. He had known poverty, and so he could enjoy his inheritance as no man born to the expectation of it could ever have enjoyed. As to his family, he had known nothing and feared much. Well, that was all right. And the Idea, that had been with him, sleeping and waking, in his work and in his play, as a background to everything he did and thought and was, that had come near to him, suffered him to clasp and hold it. He was young, and he had done work that would make the greybeards of life and history seem mere children playing at science. The work was done. He would do more, but this at least was done, and soon he would give his discovery to the world, his wonderful discovery, the greatest birth of time. In the meantime, how jolly everything was. Just a little while he would enjoy it, not looking before or after. Presently, when he had revealed his great secret – he would tell Bats first – when he had become famous, a life like this would be impossible to him. How pleasant the evening had been. They had danced and sung and acted charades, and played games, blind-man’s buff, and hide-and-seek! What a house for hide-and-seek! How jolly everything was. How jolly it was to be able to give his old friends a good time like this. And he would give good times to other people. His discovery would make him rich beyond any man’s need of riches. He would be a millionaire, as they called it, and such a millionaire as the world had never seen. He walked up and down the room thinking. “What luck!” he said, “what luck! It’s almost unbelievable.”


Then there was Rose. He must marry Rose, and soon. She was a part of the simple and splendid life, the life which he meant to enjoy now, the life which, when once he had announced his secret, could never, in full completeness, be his again. And Rose was a dear, and really very beautiful. How the powdered hair and diamonds had become her. Yes, they would be married quite soon.


“Life’s a glorious thing,” he told himself; “but what a lot of rot they talk about love! One would think, from the way poets write about it, that it was something quite different from what it really is. All those hearts and darts and stars and roses; poetic license; but it’s carried too far. I’ll tell Bats the secret tomorrow. He deserves to know it first. If it hadn’t been for him—”


He got his coat off and his waistcoat and his tie, and was fumbling with his collar stud when a little discreet soft tap sounded at his door. The door opened, and William Bats came in.


“Hullo!” said Anthony, dropping the collar stud; “never mind the stud, what’s Sebastien for, anyhow!”


“Where is Sebastien?”


“In bed, I trust. I told him hours ago that I shouldn’t want him.”


“Then I can talk to you without being interrupted,” said Bats deliberately.


“What’s up?” Drelincourt asked, for Bats had shut the door in a stealthy but purposeful way.


“You know what’s up. I told you. I must have it out with you, Tony. I can’t sleep till I have. I don’t like it. And I suppose we’re friends enough still for me to tell you so?”


“I don’t like it,” said Anthony, “if you come to that. ‘Still friends enough’ sounds a little bit rum between us two, Bats, doesn’t it? What have I done? Out with it.”


“You know,” said Bats deliberately. “I told you I knew. Of course I always knew about the dogs and monkeys and things. But I didn’t think you’d experiment on human bodies. At any rate I didn’t think you’d do it here. Why, Good God, man, it was the merest luck that I found it. Suppose it had been anyone else? Suppose it had been one of the girls? Suppose it had been Rose?”


“Suppose what had been Rose? Found what? I haven’t been experimenting on human bodies, here or anywhere else. At least not lately. You aren’t drunk, I suppose. You never are. So I suppose you’re either kidding or else mad. And if you’re kidding it’s too late for larks, and I don’t see any fun in it anyhow. And if you’re mad you’d better go to bed and see the doctor in the morning.”


“Look here,” said Bats, “you know I’m not mad, and I’m not a jackape to play the ass at two in the morning for nothing. You say you haven’t been experimenting here. Well, then, someone else has played the fool.”


“You’re convinced, are you,” said Anthony smoothly, “that I’ve not been leaving corpses about the place by accident? Now then,” he turned angrily and suddenly on the other, “out with it. What the devil is all this rot about?”


“When we were playing hide-and-seek,” said Bats very quietly, “I thought I would hide in your secret room. And I did. And then I remembered that Lady Blair had limited the hiding to the stairs and the hall and the sitting-rooms. So I came out from under the end of the bench, and as I got up my shoulder caught in the barometer and it swung up on its nail, and something clicked. And when I stood up I saw a crack in the wall and it was a door. The barometer is fastened to the wall and works a spring. I went in. I daresay I oughtn’t to have, but I did. There’s a little room, and inside that room, whoever put it there, there’s a dead body. So now you know.”


Anthony sat down on the sofa at the foot of the bed and looked at Bats.


“But there can’t be,” he said. “A body? Nonsense. There can’t be,” he repeated.


“I tell you I saw it.”


“Some curious effect of light, I expect. I suppose you didn’t go in?”


“Oh yes, I went in right enough. And I took a candle with me.”


“Perhaps it was a statue or something,” said Anthony vaguely, “because it couldn’t have been what you say it was. It’s impossible. These things don’t happen.”


“It isn’t a statue,” said Bats. “I touched it.”


“You were upset by finding it. Marble does feel very like. . .”


“I wasn’t upset, if you mean frightened. I was only furious with you for having such things in a house where there are women.”


“But I tell you. . .


“I know. I know. Well, what are you going to do?”


Anthony was putting on his coat.


“I’m going down,” he said deliberately, “to find out what the devil’s given you the impression of a perfectly impossible thing’s having happened. There must be something. And it can’t be what you say it is.”


“All right,” said Bats, “come on.”


“You needn’t come if you feel at all – what was it you said? – furious. I’m not afraid to go alone.”


“Don’t be a silly ass,” said Bats. “I made a mistake. I thought what you’d have thought if you’d found what I found in any other physiologist’s cupboard. Don’t let’s row. We shall have enough to do without that. I tell you the thing’s there. And it’s not been put there for any kind and wise purpose either. Someone’s played this on you, and not to do you good. Come down and look. And then we’ll see what’s to be done. Or would you rather leave it till the morning? We can’t do anything about it tonight, and now that I know that you—”


“Thanks,” said Anthony grimly, “when I do go to bed I want to sleep and not to lie awake wondering what the deuce has sent my best friend off his head. . .”


“I say,” said Bats abruptly, standing with his hand on the door, “when I said I didn’t mind when I found it, I was – well, it wasn’t true exactly. I felt sick. I thought I’d gone off my head; and if I hadn’t made sure, I shouldn’t ever have been able to look myself in the face again.”


Anthony pulled down his coat by the lapels.


“I know perfectly well,” he said, “that I am not drunk. I have been drunk, I say it without shame, as one who has inadvertently ventured beyond his depth, and I know what it feels like. And yet all this is not sane common life. It’s like a drunkard’s dream of what he doesn’t want to have happen.”


“Old chap,” said Bats, “it’s quite simple. Somebody’s played you a trick. Someone who doesn’t like physiologists. What we’ve got to do is to find out who’s done it, and why. Come on. Let’s get it over.”


They went on. Along the dim gallery, down the stairs which creaked a little and protested that this was no hour for any feet, even those of the master of the house, to be treading their shining surface; along the corridor to the door of the library, vast and quiet with its tiers of brown books and its heavy scent of leather and days long dead. Their candles showed in its spacious gloom like glow-worms in a forest.


They went, Anthony ahead, towards the Empire-furnished boudoir, that led to the staircase and the laboratory.


The predominant sentiment in Drelincourt’s mind was annoyance. If Bats was playing a trick on him – well, that was annoying. If really the inconceivable had happened, and someone else in sheer spitefulness had played him a solid and definite trick – anti-vivisectionists and Brown Dog people were capable of it – that too was annoying. Especially now and here and thus.


Besides, it was late and he was tired, and the kingdoms and the glories and the powers were calling to him to lie down and rest on a bed of roses and laurels. The world was waiting for him. He had only to unfold his secret, and all the world must hail him victor, discoverer, master. And then some duffing outsider had suddenly tumbled a silly corpse into the middle of everything. Or perhaps hadn’t. But in that case Bats, one’s oldest friend, was as mad as a March hare, and that fact in itself was disconcerting and difficult to deal with. Yet Anthony found himself unable to take the position seriously.


“Oh, come on!” said Anthony, with the candlestick; “either you’re mad or I am, and I should like to know which.”


So they went.


Bats fumbled a little with the key of the room.


“How finely you lied about it,” said Anthony, “to Lord Alfriston, I mean.”


“Oh, well,” Bats answered, “if a thing’s worth doing at all, it’s worth doing well, I don’t know what to think or what to do or what to say.”


“Exactly,” said Anthony, and then the door opened and they went in and down the stairs to the laboratory.


Bats twisted the barometer and the door opened. There was nothing to be seen.


Anthony told himself that he had felt certain there wouldn’t be. Things like that didn’t happen. He could not bring himself to expect anything but nothing. And nothing was here, sure enough, answering to his expectations. A black oblong, nothing more.


“Don’t let it unnerve you,” said Bats surprisingly. “No doubt there’s a perfectly natural explanation. But in the meantime here the thing is, and we’ve got to go through with it. Something must be done, and when you’ve seen it and made up you’re mind that I’m not playing an elaborate and silly joke on you, we can decide what to do. Look here,” he said, leaning on the bench and holding up the candle so that he could see the other’s face. “I am not playing the fool. So hold tight to your nerves, if you’ve got any. Come on.”


With that he stooped his head, for the doorway was low, and went into the inner room.


“You see,” he said, holding the candle high.


It could plainly be seen that the room was another vaulted chamber, like the first but lower. In the middle of it, no couch or bed between it and the ground, lay a shape, to which a sheet or pale wrap of some kind moulded itself.


“Yes,” said Bats, “that’s it. Like to see the face?”


“Not by candle light,” said Anthony. “If someone’s trying to frighten us, a lay figure or a wax model could do the trick by candle light. I’ll light the lamp.”


A powerful sixty-two candle-power lamp stood on the bench. He lighted it with careful, steady fingers, and his friend stood in the doorway watching him.


“Now then,” he said, “bring in that stool to stand it on.”


Bats brought in the stool. Anthony set the lamp on the stool and looked around.


The room was vaulted like the laboratory, but it seemed to Bats that it must have been used as a chapel, for an altar of white marble, encircled with a metal chain, stood at one end. Carved on it, and gilded, was a sign that Bats did not recognise. It was a curious figure; two triangles, it looked like, with something else interlaced, and there were characters traced round it something like Hebrew, yet they were not all Hebrew. There were four long concave mirrors fitted into the old arches. There were tripods and copper dishes, a whole litter of strange objects. Bats had noticed these before, and Anthony did not seem to notice them now. The lamplight flooded the room and in the middle lay the still shape.


“Uncover it,” said Anthony; “no, I will.” But already Bats’ hand was on the covering.


“It feels like powder,” he said in a whisper, though he meant to speak aloud.


“I expect we shook some dust down when we opened the door,” said his friend; “gently there!”


And very gently Bats turned back the covering. A faint cloud of dust arose that made the candles look like stars in a fog, and the lamp showed like a moon in a night of mist. Slowly he folded the covering back till it lay across the knees of the figure. A sort of carpet of lambskin spread round it. Anthony fell on his knees on the soft skin and bent over the body.


“Bring the lamp here,” he said. Bats brought it, set it on the ground by the head of what lay there, and stood looking down at that on which the yellow light glowed.


A woman! A young woman. Very pale, with closed eyes, dark fringed; arched, dark brows and a cloud of dark unbound hair that spread over the rug of white lambskin on which she lay. Her hands were folded lightly across her breast, as dead hands are folded. Her lips, pale and beautifully cut, were closed. She was not wrapped in grave clothes. Her dress was of pale red, with a V-shaped opening. Round her neck was a black velvet ribbon, and, attached to it, a gold pendant lay on the breast where no life stirred. The dress was unusual and complicated. She might have been one of the fancy-dress party that now already in this new happening seemed very long ago. Bats decided that the poor girl must have been rather good-looking when she was alive.


Anthony bent over her, laid his hand to the left side of her pale red bodice.


“It doesn’t beat,” said Bats; “I tried that.”


Anthony laid his hand on the marble-white forehead where the black hair divided.


“She isn’t dead!” he said. “She can’t be dead! My God, how wonderful she is!”


“Wonderful?”


“Beautiful,” said Anthony; “isn’t she beautiful?”


“Yes – no – I don’t know,” said Bats testily. “Well, come along. Now you’ve seen it, you know I’m not humbugging you. Come back to your room and let’s decide what we’d better do.”


“We can’t leave her here, you know,” said Anthony; “she might wake and be frightened.”


“She won’t wake,” said Bats a little sadly and very impatiently. “I wish she would. I don’t think you quite realise what an infernal hole this puts us in, with inquests and all sorts of questions, and your experiments coming out, and all the old Brown Dog nonsense brought up. This dead girl—”


“I don’t think she is dead,” Anthony interrupted, sitting back on his heels. “Look here. Go and wake the doctor. I’ll stay with her till you come back.”


“Really? You want me to?” Bats spoke incredulously.


“Of course! Don’t be idiotic. And, I say, you’d belter lock the door of the room above and take the key with you. We don’t want any of the servants or Lady Blair wandering down here. Fetch Wilton. See? Tell him there’s something up and get him here quietly.”


“You don’t mind being left?”


“Good Lord, no, man! Why should I? He bent forward once more, and Bats very unwillingly took up his candle and went. He was not a nervous man, but he did not enjoy the traversing of the dark, high-ceilinged library, the sombre silent galleries, the stairs that creaked a very little and were full of shadows that danced to the movement of the candle he carried.


It is not an easy thing to wake a man from his first sleep and to explain briefly and convincingly that his presence is needed because a dead woman has been unexpectedly discovered in a secret room. But Bats did it, and he and the doctor went down through the still house, through the door that Bats had locked, and so, when he had locked it again, to the laboratory and that inner room where the marble altar was and the strange mirrors and the pale girl on the pale fur.


They found Anthony still leaning over her, only now his hands were laid on the dead hands.


“Get up, Drelincourt,” the doctor said, with brisk matter-of-factness. “I can’t make a proper examination with you there. Out of the way, man.”


And he, in his turn, bent over the body. He touched her hands, her brow, her lips, her breast. Then he stood up. “No good,” he said, “the poor girl’s dead. How did she get here?”


“She’s not dead,” said Anthony quietly, “or if she is – I say! how long do you think she’s been dead?”


“Less than half-an-hour I should say.”


“But I saw her dead three hours ago,” said Bats.


“That’s impossible,” said the doctor strongly. “Come on, you fellows, you can’t do any good here. Drelincourt, come and see if you can find a tot of whisky. I feel to need it. And so do you,” he added to himself.


“You’re certain she’s dead?” Anthony asked, turning on the doctor a face as white as his own.


“Certain. Come along, do. It’s all as rum as rum. Let’s get out of this.”


“Look here,” said Anthony, almost stammering in a curious inexplicable eager anxiety; “I can’t believe she’s dead. I – you know I’ve studied physiology a bit. I should like to try—”


“You’ll try nothing but a stiff glass of whisky,” said the doctor, taking him by the arm.


“Let me cover her face,” he said. “Go on, you chaps; I’ll be up in a minute. I tell you to go. Am I the master of this house or you?”


“Oh, come on,” said Bats; and as they went up the stairs the doctor said: “If he’s not up in two minutes I go back. There’s something here that I don’t understand, and I tell you straight, Billy, I don’t like it.”


“You don’t think—” said Bats, “because I’m positive he didn’t know. He wouldn’t believe she was there when I told him. He doesn’t know anything about how she got there.”


“He thinks he doesn’t,” said the doctor. “I agree there. But then he’s off his chump, or near it. Did you see his eyes? Look here, I’m going back.”


He turned, but Anthony was already at the stair-head behind them.


“Give me the key,” he said to Bats; “oh, it’s in the door. Right. Go through. I’ll lock it.” He did, and the three went back to his great bed-chamber.


On the way they found and brought up the tray with whisky and siphons. The doctor mixed for all three, but only two drank.


“Now don’t worry,” he said soothingly; “you go to bed and try to sleep, Drelincourt, and I’ll sit beside you in case you wake up and want anything.”


Anthony stared at him; then he laughed.


“You old ass,” he said, “I believe you think I’ve committed a murder and forgotten the details. Look here, this is something different, something wonderful, something you’ll find it very hard to believe. I wish I’d told you all about it before. You’d have found it easier.”


“I wish you had,” said the doctor.


“Now look here,” said Drelincourt; “I’m not mad. Feel my pulse, look at my tongue. Apply any of your absurd tests. I’m as sane as you are. And you never knew me lie. I don’t know how that girl got there.”


“Do you mean to say you don’t know who she is?”


“I have no idea who she is.”


“You mean to tell us you’ve never seen her before?”


“I – I—” he hesitated, confused a little it seemed; “it sounds silly, but I may have seen her before. But if I have it must have been – I mean I don’t know where. But all that’s beside the point.”


“Good God!” said the doctor, “you’ll find out whether it’s beside the point at the Coroner’s inquest. Old chap,” he went on more gently, “try to tell us all about it, and we’ll try to pull you through. I believe in you, old man. I’m certain it wasn’t your fault.”


“You always were a good old duffer,” Drelincourt told him. “Look here. Sit down, both of you, and try to understand. That girl isn’t dead; or if she is, I can bring her to life.”


“They’ll never hold you responsible,” said the doctor soothingly.


“Look here,” said Anthony again, “if I don’t go mad, it won’t be your fault. I don’t know how the girl got there! I don’t know who she is. But I know that I can bring her to life. It’s the worst possible moment to tell you. But that’s my infernal luck. I meant to tell Billy tomorrow. He’d have understood and believed all right then. You see, this is really my secret. This is my discovery. This is the thing I’ve been working at ever since I was a boy of sixteen. I’ve done it with rabbits; I’ve done it with a monkey; I’ve done it with a dead child I got from the hospital. He’s alive and well at a cottage in Esher at this moment. And I’ll do it for this girl. So long as she’s not been dead twenty-four hours, and you say she hasn’t. The thing’s safe, safe, safe. Try to take it in. I can bring dead people to life. I can bring dead people to life! That’s what I’ve discovered. And now you know.”


“But look here,” said Bats, humouring him, “if she died, she died from some cause, and that cause will be there and kill her again as soon as you’ve brought her to life.”


“Do you think I don’t know my business?” Anthony asked. “Do you think I’ve worked and sweated all these years only to be pantaloon to your harlequin? I know what I’m talking about. It’s no use explaining to you any more. You wouldn’t understand. It isn’t all physiology. And I’ll tell you something else. The person who put her there knew she wasn’t dead. Or at any rate he knew more than you do. Look here. Think of Fakirs, who seem dead and have their noses and mouths stopped with clay and are buried and dug up again after months and come to life again. Try to realise that you don’t know everything. And now get out. I want to go to sleep.”


The other two looked at each other, and their looks said, “Ought we to leave him?”


He answered the look.


“Oh, very well,” he said, “then Bats shall sleep on the sofa there. Will that satisfy you? Now look here. I’ll tell you another thing. When you left me alone with her I injected something into her arm. I shan’t tell you what it was. But if I’m right and you’re wrong – and I’m almost certain you are – then tomorrow, even a doctor, even you, Wilton, will be able to see that she’s not dead. If she is – well, you can do what you like.”


And on that the doctor went. Bats closed the door and came back to Anthony.


“Now,” he said, “you’ll sleep, won’t you?”


“I wish,” said Drelincourt, “that I hadn’t injected that stuff. Because now Wilton will just think he was mistaken. I ought to have let a dozen doctors see her and declare that she was dead. Then I should have proved my discovery. Only I was afraid to risk the waiting – for her. Though really I know it would have been safe enough. Only for her, everything ought to be safer than safe. Good night. I shall sleep like a tired dog.”


He did. Bats lay awake. He was not so sure as the doctor was that the sudden finding of the dead girl had turned Drelincourt’s brain. He was not so sure as the doctor was, for he had read more, thought more, seen more, heard more, and imagined far far more. He was not so sure as the doctor about anything. At the same time it seemed to him good that Anthony should sleep and that he should watch. So he watched. And his thoughts, even so, were not all of Anthony, nor of Anthony’s discovery, nor even of the pale quiet form that lay on the yellow-white lambskin in that strange tawdry chapel-chamber.



XIV



      Moving the Chest





Anthony sat up in bed with the feeling that he was late for something. And when he sat up, Bats, on the sofa at the foot of the bed, sat up too and said, “Hullo! – sleep well?” Then Anthony remembered, and he lay back on his pillow and said: “We shall want a good deal of skilled diplomacy today, William. I wish the house wasn’t full of all these people.”


“If you take my advice,” said Bats; “I’ve been thinking it over pretty thoroughly – if you take my advice you’ll ring for Sebastien to bring your writing things and just sit up in bed and write a little note to the Inspector of Police, and send a man on a horse to Lewes with it before breakfast.”


“What good will that do?”


“Why, don’t you see? That body’s been put there to get you into trouble.”


“There’s no one who would do it,” said Anthony; “I don’t believe I have an enemy in the world. Nobody’s enemy but his own, you know.”


“To get you into trouble,” pursued Bats, unmoved. “If you don’t let the police know, you bet the man who put the thing there will. That’s what he put it there for, the brute. Send off the man on the horse and spike the enemy’s guns.”


“Your advice is admirable,” said Anthony, “and I shan’t take it.”


“But why?” said Bats, rearing himself up on the blue sofa so that he could rest his elbows on the foot of the bed and contemplate the recumbent Anthony, who answered:


“Too much fuss.”


“There’ll be fuss anyhow,” said Bats; “better be the author of the fuss than it’s subject. Good Lord, Tony, you must see that the thing’s serious. And you say you think you’ve seen that poor girl before.”


“I didn’t say that,” Anthony reminded him, “and I do see that the thing’s serious. But in quite a different way from what you mean. You are an observant person in your own line, Billy. Did you notice the dust last night, when you lifted that veil thing?”


“Yes, why?”


“Look here, I am not going to tell you any more now; but I know more about this than you think. To begin with – I did tell you that though – I don’t believe she’s dead. What I’m thinking about now is that if she’s to come to life, this isn’t the best place for her to come to life in.”


“It wasn’t your selection,” said Bats brutally.


“I think – I’m not sure, but I think I had better get her to Malacca Wharf.”


“That strikes you as a suitable place for resurrections?”


“I’ve effected some there, however,” said Anthony. “Suppose we get the others to go for a picnic, say we’ll join them later; then we get the carpenter to knock up a packing case, put her in it, the doctor and I take her to Malacca Wharf, and you join the picnic party and say I’ve had a telegram.”


“There’s only one objection to that. Whoever put the thing there will be on the watch, see you go off with a narrow six-foot box, the police will meet you at the station. Avez vous rien a déclarer? Won’t that be nice?”


“You don’t seem to see,” Anthony lay placid among his pillows, “that whoever put her there would have to account for her. Supposing that the person who put her there is alive. Yes. I know what I’m talking about. If I’m right, there’s no chance of the police butting in. If you’re right, the person who put her there will get the shock of his life when he accompanies your police to the fatal spot.”


“But why?”


“Because she’s not dead,” said Anthony. “Now clear out, do you mind, before Sebastien turns up. We don’t want unnecessary chatter.”


There was a good deal of chatter at breakfast; the kind of chatter that sounds amusing when one is amused. The day was fine, the company pleased with itself. Lord Alfriston and Rose had been first to appear. Rose had said how jolly it would be to have breakfast on the terrace. Lord Alfriston had said why not? and turning to the man busy among the silver paraphernalia of the sideboard, he asked whether breakfast was ever served on the terrace.


“Not in my time, my lord,” the man answered. “I could ask Mr. Wilkes.”


Mr. Wilkes, having an eye to the side on which the bread of the future should be buttered, had appeared in a stately morning dress to superintend the swift changes that ended in a white and silver table glittering in soft sunshine. Lord Alfriston had thrown gravel at Anthony’s window, and, addressing himself to the resultant apparition, enquired, “What about breakfast out of doors?” Anthony had answered that breakfast out of doors was the dream of his youth and the fallacious aspiration of his riper years, and now here they all were, still vibrating to the last night’s pleasant innocent intimacies and full of schemes for the completest enjoyment of the new and pretty day. Miss Raven seemed to be unfolding like a marigold that, closed in the shade, opens frankly to the sunshine. Linda Smith had managed still to be in white and pink. If the dress was Rose’s and had taken two ante-breakfast hours to alter and adjust, she and Rose alone knew it. Lord Alfriston and Mr. St. Maur were pleased explorers in a new social world; Mullinger, always happy with the Septet, was here radiant. Anthony and Bats were brilliant beyond their wont. Only the doctor seemed a little silent, a little abstracted. But in the froth of gaiety, real or simulated, a little silence and abstraction were easily hidden. It was a pretty sparkling picture, such as might have been painted by a Conder of clean instincts and a high spirit. Lady Blair had not broken through her rule.


“You know the adage,” she had said the night before; “‘Appear before breakfast, perish before tea.’ Rose will preside,” And Rose presided.


“It’s all so much too near being perfect,” Esther suddenly spoke to Anthony in a key lower than that of the conversation, which was in C Major. “Of course I know this luxury’s very wrong, and you’re a wicked aristocrat, living on other people’s toil, but it’s the most perfect thing I’ve ever seen. And everyone’s so nice. Are all the noblemen of England jolly? Or are we extra lucky? Do all people with titles live in this do-as-you-like way? Is it your atmosphere or the atmosphere of the upper classes?”


“I’m inclined to think it’s yours,” he said, “and Rose’s, and Linda’s and Bats and the rest of you. You must have brought it with you.”


“Don’t you feel,” she went on, “rather like a Marquis just before the French Revolution? If I were you, I should feel that something were going to happen, that it couldn’t last. Suppose we heard a faint, far-away shouting, and it was the Great Voice of the People with pikes and guns clamouring for your blood at one of your picturesque lodge-gates?”


“They won’t clamour,” said Anthony almost sadly; “they haven’t sense enough. They wouldn’t touch a gun; they touch a cap. Pull a trigger? Not they! They only know how to pull a forelock.”


“Then you’re not afraid.”


“No,” said Anthony. “I don’t think I am.”


“Is there no dark passage in your past,” Esther went on, in a hollow voice, “that calls you to beware?”


“I haven’t heard it,” said Anthony, laughing.


“Then you feel no thrill of apprehension when you perceive the uniform of the local constable appearing and disappearing among the trees of your park?”


“Constable?” said the doctor sharply; “where?”


Esther pointed.” But you’ve nothing to be afraid of,” she told the doctor. “It’s the wicked baronet whose accomplices have betrayed him; the head of the secret coining gang.”


“There is a policeman, though,” said the doctor earnestly; “what can he want?”


“To make an appointment for Sunday with one of the under housemaids,” said Lord Alfriston, “under cover of a report about poachers.”


The policeman was now seen to be approaching across the smooth path, the sunlight glinting on his buttons. A pang of sickening doubt shot through Anthony. Suppose Bats were right, and someone – it was inconceivable, but then any explanation was inconceivable – suppose the whole thing was a plot to get him into trouble – suppose this man had come to arrest him – him, Anthony, how would it be with her? He believed that she lived. But, after that injection, she would not live another day unless he was at hand to continue the treatment, the same treatment that had succeeded with the bird, the monkey, and the little boy now so happily alive at Esher. He sprang up.


“Come on, Billy,” he said, “let’s go and hear about the poachers.”


Bats followed him.


“If you’re right,” said Anthony, quick and low, “if that man has come to arrest me, say you’re me, will you? It will just give me time to get to her and make the next injection. She’ll have to come to life here, of course; infernal nuisance. But if she’s left for another twenty-four hours she will be dead. Keep him as long as you can. I can barricade myself into that lab for long enough to make everything safe for her”


The policeman was out of sight when they got to the end of the terrace. They ran down the steps and saw him making for the side door.


“Don’t let him get at the house,” said Anthony.


“All right! All right!” said Bats impatiently. “Hi! Hullo!” he shouted.


The constable turned his head, then himself, and walked heavily towards them.


“What do you want?” said Bats, when they met.


The man saluted and fumbled in his pocket.


“He’s got a warrant, or whatever it is,” Anthony told himself; “and yet it can’t be.”


“I wished to ask Sir Anthony Drelincourt,” said the policeman, still fumbling.


“Yes?” said Bats.


“If you would be so kind, Sir, to support the police fête on the seventeenth of next month in aid of the widows and orphans of members of the force?”


“Oh, rather,” said Anthony, and laughed aloud. “I thought you’d come about poachers or something like that,” he added, to explain that inappropriate laugh; “glad it’s only a fête. Here, let’s have the tickets.”


A glad-hearted policeman went down the drive chinking gold in his pocket.


“Something like a gentleman,” he told himself.


“Look here,” said Anthony, “I shall give myself away if I don’t look out. It’s your doing, Billy. You and Wilton between you. You must run that picnic, as I said, and let me get clean away. And I’ll think of some excuse for our not going with them to the picnic.”


“Let me send for the police, like a sensible chap,” said Bats.


“It’s impossible,” said Anthony earnestly; “I can’t go into it all now. There’s a lot more to it, Billy. But even if you’re right and I’m a silly lunatic, there are three of us to swear to finding her. None of us can get into any row over it. There are no risks. If there were I should do so just the same. It’s much the most important chance I’ve ever had. I tell you there are things – Talk about something else, will you? We mustn’t arrive in silence.”


When they got back to the terrace, the whole party was engaged in gathering roses with which to pelt Lady Blair, who, in the wonderful chestnut pig-tailed wig and a blue kimono, was leaning out of her window. She looked about twenty-five, and the powder did not show at all at that distance. She kissed a little pale hand to the two as they came within her range of vision.


“The top of the morning to you,” she called; “and what’s the programme for today?”


“Isn’t there a ruined abbey, or a castle or something?” Drelincourt called back; “today was made for a picnic.”


“Of course there is. Both!” she said. “I’m coming down to organise the picnic. It’s absolutely the thing. Is it a popular idea? or a little unsupported project of your own?”


“It’s the thing,” said everyone. And Lord Alfriston said: “I could find it in my heart to be the person named Whitehead.”


“Who was he?” asked Esther, who didn’t know.


Lord Alfriston recited the immortal words:




      “There was a young person named Whitehead,




      Who never knew when he was slighted;




      When he went to a party




      He’d eat just as hearty




      As if he’d been really invited.”





“Thank you,” said Anthony. “I think that is the most touching compliment I ever received. Of course, I hoped you could stay and would.”


“Concealment is at an end,” said Lord Alfriston; “I have been hoping ever since I came yesterday that you wouldn’t be able to part with me this morning.”


Lady Blair had disappeared.


“I’m so glad to see you still at large,” said Esther, who seemed somehow like somebody else; “the coining industry is not yet ruined.”


“I am spared,” said Drelincourt, “for the moment. He had a writ or a warrant or whatever it is in his pocket, but my face and manner disarmed him, and he pretended that it was a subscription to a skittle alley for the use of disabled policemen that he was after.”


There was a chorus of laughter.


“Wouldn’t it be pretty and romantic of us to go and feed the swans,” suggested Bats, collecting bread from the table. And the chorus broke up into duets.


“Look here, Rose,” said Anthony, the moment he and she were alone together in the swan-ward procession. “Something rather unusual has happened, and the doctor and I have got to go to London. I want you to keep things going. You and Billy can do it. I don’t want explications, or to have to lie in detail to the whole lot of them. And there isn’t time to lie artistically; and there isn’t time to tell the truth to them. There isn’t time to tell the truth to you.”


“It’s nothing horrid, is it?” she asked. “You might tell me, Tony. Just in three words.”


“Three thousand wouldn’t do justice to it. No, it’s very exciting; it’s to do with my work. It’s really the chance of a lifetime. I can’t tell you any more. There isn’t time. But I’m going to say we’ll join you at the Abbey, or whatever it is. And then I shan’t. Bats will turn up alone, and say I’ve been telegraphed to go to London on urgent business. I’ll try to get back tonight. I shan’t be able to really; but he’d better say that. I don’t want to break up the party; they seem so happy.”


“Yes,” said Rose; “but I wish I knew.”


“You can’t know now. It would take ages. We’re just upon the others. Back me up, there’s a dear, and play up for all you know to keep things jolly. And don’t say a word to anyone. You shall know all about it in time. I couldn’t make you understand without a lot of explanation.”


“All right,” said Rose cheerfully; “if it’s about your work, I know I should want to be a good deal explained to.”


“I wish we’d been the first lovers,” he said, with unusual tenderness; “you’d never have got turned out of Paradise for silly curiosity.”


“How well you know me,” she laughed, but she thrilled to the tone, and stroked his sleeve furtively with two fingers. Also she flushed a little, remembering shamefully how she had pried into his laboratory against his wishes – and found Mr. Abrahamson.


“I wish you weren’t going,” she said. “Do you know, I sometimes wish you hadn’t any work. I should like just to live here and spend your money. What a time we’d give my biscuit boys! That’s the best of having been poor. One knows how to spend money. These rich people don’t And I do like swans,” she ended, as they joined the group by the lake. “They are the only people who can be greedy gracefully.”


Anthony got away from his guests and waited in the hall till Lady Blair came down the stairs, charming in grey muslin and pink roses. Her face, fresh from the clever hands of her maid, was a masterpiece veiled by chiffon.


“You look like Aurora,” he said, taking her hand at the foot of the stairs. “Just come into the library a moment, will you? I want to conspire with you.”


“There’s nothing I love better than a conspiracy,” she said, making soft eyes at him, quite prettily too, for all her years; “unless it’s a conspirator.”


They were alone in the library.


“This picnic,” he said, “you’ll make it ‘go,’ won’t you? I have some important letters to write. So has Bats. And the doctor has to do his column of medical answers to correspondents for Lily of the Valley. It’s the way the poor live, you know. So you must start without us. We will take the little car and join you at the ruin, or whatever it is. Only I shall get an important telegram and have to go to London, and the doctor will go with me. Bats will come and tell you, and you will be much surprised and disappointed.”


“I’m both already,” she said.


“I hope to get back tonight,” Anthony went on, “but, as a matter of fact, I know I shan’t be able to. I’ll do the rest with telegrams. It’s a question of some of my experiments, and I don’t know how long it’ll take.”


“Must you go?”


“Absolutely. But I don’t want to break up the party. Everyone seems to be having a good time. And I want you to keep it going till I get back, and to expect me every day for certain. Will you?”


“How delightfully mysterious. Of course I will. But I want to know a little more. Is it really experiments? Or is it something you’ve suddenly got to adjust; some old entanglement, perhaps? I’m secret as the grave. And if I could help in any way?”


“If you could, I’d ask you like a shot,” he answered, and added with intentional disingenuousness, “I don’t know how you guessed. But it is an old affair. You won’t talk about it to anyone, will you? especially not to Rose.”


“My dear boy,” said Lady Blair, “anyone would think you were talking to a girl. If I haven’t learnt to hold my tongue by now, I’m afraid I never shall learn it.”


“So that’s settled,” said Anthony. “I never can make up my mind whether you’re most like the fairy godmother or the fairy princess. But anyhow. . .” he carried her hand to his lips. “Get them off as soon as you can, won’t you?” he said.


“You’re very handsome this morning,” said Lady Blair, “and very – what shall we say? – interested.”


“I’m intolerably interested,” said Anthony quite truthfully. “I want to get the matter settled.”


“Don’t be too interested,” said Lady Blair; “these old entanglements – I could tell you a story – the man had to marry the young woman, and he was engaged to a Really Nice Girl. These last meetings, you know – so dangerous.”


“Exactly. I’m taking Wilton with me,” said Anthony. I cannot excuse him.


“That’s very wise,” Lady Blair said; “it’s the despairing parting tête-à-tête that ruins a young man’s life. Now don’t worry. Trust me entirely. And get back as soon as you can to your Fairy Princess and your Fairy Godmother. Where is the fairy princess, by the way? Your beautiful Rose.”


“Feeding the swans, of course. That one. Where should a fairy princess be? Unless she’s talking to the poor entangled Prince. I suppose I am a prince, if you’re a princess.”


“I’ll tell you what you are,” said Lady Blair; “you’re different. And if I were Rose I should get the wedding day fixed.”


Anthony felt suddenly ashamed of himself.


“Will you drive?” he said. “What carriages shall I order? I’ll go round to the stables myself. Oh! but I’d like to.”


And, on that, got away.


Lady Blair would have made an excellent Commanding Officer. Within an hour of Anthony’s appeal she had her flock arranged, her hampers ready, her carriages at the door. In a flutter of smiles and ribbons and gay last words, they drove off.


“Thank God!” said Anthony, on the terrace as the last carriage vanished among the trees. “Now, Wilton, come on into the library. I suppose Bats told you what I mean to do?”


“It’s an insane thing,” said Wilton slowly. “The police—”


“You can give me up to the police if you like,” said Anthony; “but, unless you do, I’m going through with it. Come on.”


The Empire room within the library was a safe place to talk in.


“I’ve looked out a train,” said Wilton; “there’s one at one-seventeen. And that idea of carpenters and packing cases is rotten. You don’t want any more people in it. There’s an inlaid chest in the hall. It’s only got tennis rackets in it. Couldn’t you be taking that up to your rooms in London with apparatus in it – if you like.”


“Can you and I move it?”


“I should think so,” said Wilton; “but why make a secret of that? You rather want to make a show of it Ring for your footman. Tell them what you’re going to do. Tell them to have a cart or something ready to take it to the station.”


“Has it got a lock?”


“Yes, a modern one. The key of my bureau fits it. I’ve been attending to that. And I thought I’d meet the telegraph boy, and bring you a telegram while they’re bringing the box in. I’ve got an old red envelope.”


“Good!” said Anthony. “You are some good after all, Wilton.”


“Then when they’ve brought the thing in here we can carry the body up and put it in and lock it up. I’m a fool to help you, I know, but I—”


“Don’t try to excuse yourself for one of the very few sensible things you’ve ever done,” said Anthony. “Ring the bell, then, and let’s get it over.” He gave his orders to the servant whom the bell summoned, and the chest was brought in.


“Will you want any straw or packing of any sort, sir? “the man asked. “Or could I pack for you?”


“No, thank you. I’d rather see to it myself,” Anthony told him. “And I’m not to be disturbed. I have letters to write.”


The man went out, and Anthony, having waited till he had passed across the library and closed its door behind him, locked the door of the little boudoir, set the lid of the chest wide, and led the way to the staircase.


In the laboratory he paused and stood a moment with his hand on the barometer.


“If I’m right, Wilton,” he said, “you must prepare for a shock. It’s rather decent of you to help me, backing my hand blind like this, and I’ll tell you what. If you still think it’s a case for the police when you’ve seen her again, I’ll – well, I’ll promise to think it over.” He could not bring himself to say more than that. And now he turned the barometer round and the spring clicked.


“Best light the lamp before we go in,” he said. And the lamp was lighted.


Wilton himself could not have told you what he expected. If he had been asked, he would have answered that he expected to find everything as they had left it last night, but this could not have been the fact, because, when he looked round the vaulted room and perceived no change, he experienced a faint sensation of disappointment. He did not know that it was disappointment, but it was.


Anthony closed the door.


“Now,” he said, “I want you to examine her heart and lungs. Satisfy yourself again that she is dead. We were all a little startled last night. I want your cool, measured, morning opinion. Go ahead, man.”


The doctor obeyed. The examination was more searching and more prolonged than the last. But the verdict was the same. Only it was given in a different tone, and in different words.


“I find no sign of life,” said the doctor. “I fear she is dead.” And he said nothing more about the police.


“Well then,” said Anthony, “I’ll carry her up.”


“I’ll take the feet,” said the doctor.


But Anthony had already stooped and gathered up the body as one gathers up a sick child.


“Bring the lambskin,” he said, standing up and shifting his burden so that most of the weight was on his left shoulder. “So: go first and show me the light.”


The doctor obeyed. And when Anthony had mounted the stairs, staggering a little, and came out into the Empire room, the doctor set down the lamp on a console table where it burned palely in the sunshine.


“That’s right, put the fur in the box,” he said. “Put those sofa cushions in first. That’s it. Now keep the lid steady. Right!”


He stooped and laid the body in the woolly nest, smoothed the dark hair, and arranged the hands across the quiet breast.


“The lungs are not acting? You’re sure of that?”


“Quite.”


“Then more sofa pillows. There must be no chance of bruising her against the chest.”


“But if she’s alive?” said the doctor. It was his first concession.


“But you say she isn’t. And anyhow it’s all right for a few hours. We must travel in the guard’s van with her. Fetch up some odds and ends from the lab., will you? To look as though we’d been packing apparatus. Strew some straw about. There’s a case of glass under the bench downstairs.”


“Yes,” said Wilton. “I say! The way the arms fell over your shoulder—”


“Yes, I know,” Anthony interrupted; “you’ll have to come round to my view. Hurry up with that straw.” Anthony spread the veil over the face in the chest, and gently laid the sofa cushions on it, and folded the ends of the lambskin up over all. Then he shut the lid.


“Now,” he said, when Wilton came back with the straw, “just lock it, will you? while I go down and collect one or two things! need.”


He went down and began to put together certain objects from the inner room.


The doctor, left alone, lifted the pillow and the veil for one more look. Hearing Anthony returning, he hastily lowered the lid and turned the key. But it would not turn; something obstructed it. He tried again; something resisted, yielded, the lock turned, and he took the key out. Then he saw that what had withstood him was a fold of filmy red stuff which, overflowing from the chest, had caught in the lock. It showed more fully at the side of the lock. He did not want to unlock the box again, so he tore at the stuff and a piece came away in his hand. He drove in the broken edges under the lid with his penknife.


“Locked? Right!” said Anthony. He had a bundle of knobbly things in a cloth. “I’ll cut up and pack these things in a bag,” he said. “You ring and tell them to bring the cart round, and we’ll see the chest taken down ourselves.”


They did. And they reached the station in time to oversee the lifting of the chest from the cart. It was an easy matter for Sir Anthony Drelincourt to arrange to travel up in the guard’s van beside the chest that “contained valuable apparatus.” Wilton kept him company. The journey was tedious. Both men were tired, and responded with effort to the guard’s subservient commonplaces.


The glory of the day faded as they neared London, and it was under grey skies that Wilton sought out a greengrocer near London Bridge, who – one of the porters assured them – “kept a van.” Anthony remained at the station guarding the chest, and was an object of deep interest to a girls’ school on its way to the Crystal Palace. After a very long time Wilton came back with the van and two beery satellites. The traffic was heavy and the eastward journey slow. Anthony, with the calmness of a man the natural impatience of whose temperament had been schooled to quietness by his stronger will, sat by the driver looking straight out over the horse’s ears. It was Wilton who criticised the driver’s choice of route, and besought him, more than once, to “hurry up.”


“The ’orse is doing of ’er best,” the driver always answered; “it’s a bit thick today, you see. We’re a-gettin’ on now.”


And so, at long last, skirting the mean streets and the waste ground, the van stopped at the big gates of Malacca Wharf; the gates were jerked back on their rusty hinges, and the carved chest was carried across moss-grown stones, up the stairway, and into the laboratory, already dusty with solitude.


“Thankee, guvner,” said the major satellite, wiping his forehead with the back of his hand; “I don’t mind if I do. It’s bin as ’eavy a job as ever I done. Full of gold and silver, I s’pose.” He laughed and spat on the half-crown that had been Anthony’s largesse. “I’d as lief carry a corfin,” he said. “Thankee, sir!”



XV



      Three Telegrams





The filling of a chest with any object which you may wish to remove, the superintending of its removal from your Ancestral Halls in Sussex to your laboratory in London, may present difficulties; but the task is simplicity itself compared with playing a conspirator’s part at a picnic when your fellow conspirators are far away and you, besides being afraid of committing yourself, are racked with a thousand curiosities and anxieties in regard to the conspiracy, its cause, its progress, and what the deuce is going to be the end of it all.


William Bats carried out Drelincourt’s programme, and Lady Blair played up beautifully: was surprised and desolated to hear that Anthony had been called away to London, and assuaged and comforted to hear that he would return that night if possible. The other guests behaved quite naturally: except Rose. Rose said nothing whatever at first. And then she said too much, regretting Anthony’s absence with transparent falseness, and saying how much too bad it was of him, till Bats longed to shake her. He did mutter, as he offered her salad, “Don’t overdo it;” but she did not seem to hear. Fortunately the picnic party was enjoying itself, and Bats perceived that only he and Lady Blair were observant of Rose.


One picnic is very like another. This one was at Bodiam, and the cloth was spread in the courtyard of the old castle. After luncheon everyone wandered except Lady Blair, who said she would like to sit quietly for a little while and think of the past.


“Ruined castles always make me think of the past,” she said. “The ravages of time, you know. And the past is the past, whether it’s fifty years ago or five hundred.”


So they left her. And she went to sleep at once. The ravages of time are wonderfully resisted by sleep. And Lady Blair had this much in common with Napoleon and the Iron Duke, that she could take sleep as she found it, by the minute or by the hour.


The rest of the picnic party divided itself into couples, as all well-regulated picnic parties should do, and began to explore. Lord Alfriston and Miss Raven found the old punt, and went round and round the broad moat that is half choked with water-lilies under the shadow of the tall towers. Mullinger and Linda Smith found the scaling of the crumbling walls worth while. Miss Royal and Mr. Bats stood and looked at each other.


“Well?” said she.


He replied like an echo. “Well?”


“Let’s climb a tower,” she said; “or no, let’s climb onto that bit of broken wall by where they say the refectory used to be. Then I can smoke, and if any tourists come, I can see them in time and hide the cigarette. In towers people come upon you unawares. I must smoke.”


“You’re feeling like that, are you?” said he, for it was a recognised convention that Rose only smoked when she was worried. (“One must smoke or drink,” she was used to say, “and drinking would be disgusting, whereas smoking is merely repulsive.”)


“Yes; exactly like that,” she said, setting hand and foot to the climbing of the mound. “There, now you get up on the other side. That’s it. Now then, what’s the matter with Tony?”


“Tony?” he echoed blankly.


“Yes, Tony! Not you or me or Mullinger, but Tony. What is it?”


“What’s what?”


“Of course if you won’t tell me, you won’t,” said Rose; “but it’s no use repeating what I say like a parrot. Something has happened to Tony. Something important. And I want to know what it is.”


“How should I know?” he said. “How should I know that anything has happened?”


“Do you know why he’s gone to London?”


“No,” lied Bats loyally. It was the first lie he had ever told Rose, and he did not enjoy it.


“Now look here, Billy,” Rose was saying; “don’t be crusty and tiresome. Anthony was different this morning. Didn’t you notice it? I can’t make you understand if you didn’t notice it. But he was different. And I wonder whether it had anything to do with his going to London. Has it?”


“I don’t know what you mean, and I don’t know where he’s gone. And I don’t pry into his business.”


“You mean I do? Of course I do. I ought to. You pretend to be fond of him.”


“I don’t.”


“And yet you can’t see that he’s no more fit to take care of himself than a baby.”


“I wonder how you’d like it if anyone said that of you?”


“They couldn’t say it of me. Why didn’t you go with him?”


“My name isn’t Whitehead,” said Bats.


“Well, mine is,” said Rose, her head turned away from him. She was picking bits of moss from between the stones and pulling them to pieces: the cigarette had gone out. “If I’d called myself his friend I’d have gone with him. Billy, do be nice. I’m awfully worried about him. I want you to tell me something.”


“Well?”


“Has he ever been in love with anyone else?”


“You really think I should tell you if he had?”


“No, of course not, but you might tell me if he hasn’t.”


“I should tell you that if he had.”


“Oh, don’t be clever! Tell me, has he?”


“On the distinct understanding that I should say the same whether he had or had not, I don’t mind telling you that to the best of my knowledge and belief he’s never been in love with anyone.”


“Not even with me?”


“You know I didn’t mean that,” he answered, knowing that he had meant it, though he had not meant to say it.


“If you hadn’t – I mean if I hadn’t – I mean if I didn’t feel sure that he hadn’t cared for anyone else I should feel as though he had cared for someone, and that this going to London is something to do with her.”


“I may set your mind at rest then,” said Bats, “because really I don’t believe he ever has.”


There was a silence. Then Rose said: “I’ll tell you one reason why I’m worried. Old Abrahamson told my fortune for me once. He looked in the crystal. And I looked—”


“And saw – your fate? Anthony?”


“I saw Anthony, yes. But Abrahamson saw something else. It was that day I brought the coffee, and we sat on the stairs. Do you remember?”


Bats remembered.


“Well, I went into the laboratory after you’d gone. I don’t care,” she said, answering some voice that was not hers or Bats. “I don’t care. I shall tell if I like. I got Ben Levi to send a telegram to Linda and she sent me one. And I told you it was from the Glorious Weekly, and you went out with the illustrations. Then I got my key and went into the laboratory.”


“When you knew he didn’t wish it?”


“Yes. I wanted to find out why he didn’t wish it.”


“How extraordinarily dishonourable,” said Bats deliberately.


“Yes, it was. I’m glad you know it, though. I wanted to tell Anthony, but I was afraid if I did I should let out what Mr. Abrahamson said.”


“What did he say?”


“He came almost as soon as you’d gone. He seemed much less English than usual – very mysterious; and he looked in the crystal and he told me the man I cared about would ask me to marry him that day. And Anthony did, that very evening. So that came true. Then he said that the man I cared about would be very rich, and that came true too. So it looks as though there were something in it, doesn’t it? And it’s that that torments me. Because if two things have come true, the others may.”


“What were the others?”


“He said something about a strange sorrow. And he said if wealth came to my – to him, I mean – I ought to make him refuse it. And I didn’t, of course, when the time came. And he said it was a matter of life and death. And then he pretended not to believe it and went away.”


“What did he see in the crystal? Didn’t he tell you?”


“He said he saw something he didn’t understand. He said he saw a beautiful woman – dead.”


“What?” said Bats, almost falling off the mound.


“It wasn’t me,” she went on ingenuously. “Some other woman. And it was after he’d seen that, that he pretended not to believe in it. So I know the strange sorrow had something to do with her.”


“I see,” Bats forced himself to say.


“So I wondered whether Tony’s going today had anything to do with anyone else he’d cared for. I thought she might be dying and have sent for him. He might have told me. I shouldn’t have been jealous or horrid about it.”


“Not if she was really dying, you wouldn’t. No!” said Bats.


“Billy. You are fond of me, aren’t you?” said Rose quickly. “Because if you are, don’t say unkind things. I feel so helpless. As if I were alone at sea in a boat without oars. You know I’ve always felt so strong. As if I could always trust myself to keep going and to have a dozen people hanging onto me and keep them going too.”


“I know,” he said, “and so you have.”


“Yes, but,” she went on, “it’s not like that now. I feel like a person that’s lost its way. I’ve always felt as if – well, don’t you know, sort of George Eliot-y about Fate – as if one made one’s own fate, and that people who were unfortunate were really only silly. I always felt I could do anything I wanted, and that other people ought to be able to too. If I wanted anyone to like me, they always did.”


“I know,” said Bats again.


“Until,” she was going on, but Bats’ voice seemed to awaken her. She stopped short. “I’m talking an awful lot of nonsense,” she said; “the cigarette must have got into my head. Oh! it’s gone out and I’ve broken it at the waist. Give me another. What I was trying to say was that I’m anxious about Anthony. And I know it’s silly. But I wish you were with him.”


“He’s got Wilton.”


“Wilton’s no good. He’ll look after Wilton. But you’d look after him. It was Wilton going too that made me wonder whether he’d gone to see someone who’s ill.”


“You’re worrying yourself about nothing,” said Bats. “I believe Anthony’s gone up on some business connected with his great discovery. And he’ll tell you all about it if you ask him, I’ve no doubt.”


“I never like to ask him about his work,” said Rose. “I simply can’t understand it, and when he takes a bit of paper and a pencil and says he’ll make it as simple as ABC, my brain spins round like a – what are those tops that go crooked? – yes, a gyroscope.”


“Cheer up,” said Bats. “I suppose the wives of geniuses always have a poor time. And I suppose that there’s something that compensates. He probably thinks it’s a noble reticence that makes you not ask questions about his work. When really it’s your gyroscopic mind.”


“Yes,” said she, “and it’s hateful, isn’t it, when people think you much nicer than you are?”


“I don’t know,” said Bats; “do you? It works both ways, doesn’t it?”


“I suppose that’s clever,” said Rose. “Look, the Fairy Godmother is signalling. It can’t be tea-time already. Yes, I can get down all right.”


It seemed to Bats that he had had enough for one day. But Destiny thought otherwise. It elected that he should occupy the second seat in the little motor. The other seat was Lady Blair’s, and no sooner were they alone in the little motor’s whirring luxury than she opened on him with:


“What’s the matter with Anthony?”


Mr. Bats wanted to be quiet, wanted to think, but he roused himself to defend the position with:


“What do you mean?”


“He seemed different this morning,” said the terribly observant old lady. “More vivid, more alert. As though something wonderful had happened to him. I’ve seen the look before,” she sighed.


“Then you ought to know what it means better than I, who can’t even recognise it from your description.”


“But that’s just it,” said she. “When I’ve observed that look before, it’s been because the young man who wore the look had just fallen in love.”


“It’s not that, at any rate.”


“I understand from Anthony,” said Lady Blair, “that you and I are at present his sole confidants in the matter of his engagement to our magnificent Rose. What a girl, what strength, what force of character, what integrity, what noble beauty!”


Bats felt half-inclined to say “Thank you!” and more than half-inclined to say “Don’t be impertinent, woman!”


He said neither.


“So of course it can’t be falling in love that’s given him that queer look. It’s not the look of an engaged man, you know – I know that look well enough, a sort of exalted sheepishness. No, the look I mean is when a man has just that minute discovered that there’s only one woman in the world; a sort of beautiful madness. But of course that’s all over in this case. I do wonder what the transfiguring influence could have been.”


“Science, Madam,” said Bats severely. “Science is a mistress whose least smile transfigures the world to her devotee. I have seen our friend lost to the world before now by some sudden luminous aperçu in the matter of bacteria or crystals or a dog’s inside.”


“Yes, I know,” Lady Blair interrupted. “But you waste your eloquence, You can’t throw dust in my eyes, or crystals either. Have you ever heard of the resurrection of love?




      ‘Love we deemed dead rises again,




      Greets us re-risen,’





or whatever it is.”


She looked at him keenly. “In my opinion a young man would look just as our Anthony looked if someone he had loved and parted from ‘forever’, as they say, had suddenly let him know that it wasn’t forever. But in that case, what a pity about our Rose!”


“You may dismiss that idea from your mind,” said Bats very decidedly; “there’s never been anyone else.”


“Then, from an old woman’s sentimental point of view,” said Lady Blair, “there’s never been anyone.”


“I don’t know what you mean,” said Bats, hoping he spoke the truth.


“Well, my dear Mr. Bats, you are a man of the world, and it is ridiculous to pretend that Anthony is really in love with that dear girl. He doesn’t understand, as far as she is concerned at any rate, the ABC of love. How do I know?” for Bats had made an interrogative movement. “How do you know? Why, my good young man, we’ve both of us been in love some time or another, I suppose? We know what the real thing is like, don’t we? Come, say what you think, you can trust my discretion.”


“I should like to say, if I might, with every circumstance of respectful humility, that I can’t believe Anthony’s sentiments to be any of my business.”


“Quite the right attitude,” said Lady Blair, unmoved; “but you know, seriously, Mr. Bats, you can’t help taking an interest in young lovers; and the only thing that upsets you is talking about them. Of course if you tell me you’ve never thought Anthony’s sentiments – what shall we say? – inadequate, I shall believe you But you won’t tell me that.”


“I shall, though,” said Bats roundly. “I never have speculated on his feelings. And that’s my last word, ma’am, please.”


“Bravo!” said Lady Blair. “I didn’t think you’d got it in you. Well, of course all this is in confidence. And no doubt you’re right and I’m wrong, as you usually are.”


This familiar and agreeable tag, so unexpected on the lips of Lady Blair, ended the second martyrdom of the sorely tried Bats.


“I don’t think I gave anything away,” he told himself, as he dressed for dinner that night; “but what a woman! And what a situation! Well, no more têtes-à-tête for me, thank you.”


And even as he said it, a tap at his door opened a third tête-à-tête, this time with the nervous apologetic Sebastien. Sir Antonio had taken no clothes, no robe of the night. Did Monsieur think that he, Sebastien, ought to take or send what was needed? Yes, a telegram had arrived. Sir Antonio was detained in London. Would Monsieur have the goodness to advise? Monsieur briefly advised inaction. Sir Antonio had gone to his rooms in London. He would have everything there which was needed. Sebastien might rest tranquil. Sebastien withdrew, thanking Monsieur infinitely.



    ~



“Now,” said Anthony at Malacca Wharf – he spoke to Wilton, his hand on the closed lid of the chest – “I’ll explain as well as I can. But first pull the dark blinds down and help me to bring my mattress in here, and well get her out. There’s no hurry, really. But we may as well get everything in order at once.”


They brought the mattress from the bed in the little room and laid it on the floor. Then the chest was opened, the pillows removed, and the two men, taking the corners of the sheepskin and lifting it, lifted the body as in a hammock.


“Now,” said Anthony, “there’s another injection due. Just let me,” He stood at the bench a moment, then bent to the body and did something to its arm, his hands moving quickly and certainly under the veil.


“Now,” he said again, “it’s like this. I’ll give you the technical details later if you like, but just now what I want you to understand is this. This lady is not dead now. But you and Bats are right so far that she has been dead. If you look at me like that, Wilton, I shan’t be able to stand it Just take what I say, will you, for the moment. I’ll give you proofs and details later. For the moment make up your mind that what I say is so.”


“I’ll try,” said Wilton, sitting down on the prie-Dieu.


“Well then, I’ll just say this. The person who put her there knew as much as I do, and probably more. Why he put her there, I don’t know, nor yet when. But her condition corresponds with a condition which is reached at a certain stage of my process, and I know what is the next stage, and I know how to induce it. But there are a few things I don’t know. One is how long she has been like this.”


“That’s important, I suppose?”


“It’s most important. Because the longer she has been in this state – I can best express it as a trance-state, just on this side of death – the longer it will take to restore her. And the interval between the injections should be determined by the knowledge which we don’t possess, of the length of time she has been in this condition. I can only go cautiously. Now, if anything goes wrong, if I make any mistake, make my injections too soon or too late, we shan’t save her. And then there may be trouble; and I don’t want you to be mixed up with it. So I’m going to thank you for the way you’ve helped me, and ask you to clear out and get back to Drelincourt as sharp as you can.”


“Likely,” said Wilton.


“But I’d honestly rather you did,” said Anthony. And the other said:


“No doubt. But if you think I’m going to have you spend the night watching a dead woman, with your brain and nerves in the state they are in, you must think me a rum sort of doctor.”


“All the same,” said Anthony uneasily, “I’d rather you went. She isn’t dead, you know. And if she were, I’m not a child or a fool.”


“If she weren’t dead,” said Wilton slowly; “if she came to life, I mean, don’t you think she’d rather come to life with a medical man at hand than alone in a strange place with just you?”


“I didn’t think of that,” Anthony owned; “but the fact is – Well, Wilton, you think I’m mad now. And you’ll think I’m madder before I’ve done. But the fact is, it’s not all chemistry and physiology. It’s – well, I don’t know what you’d call it – psychic influence, magic, willpower, life-force – they’re all nice words. There are things I must do if I’m to save her. And to you they’d look like the most childish hanky-panky. Another thing. I’m not sure how it would be to have anyone here who wasn’t in accord. Will you, like a good chap, go?”


“No further than your bedroom,” said Wilton. “I don’t mind waiting there if you want to be alone. I was a fool to help you in this, but I mean to go through with it. When will you begin?”


“Not before tonight. I must choose the time when the vital forces are weakest and easiest to control. Nothing can happen now, for hours. Let’s go up to the Three Nuns and get something to eat. No, don’t uncover the face. You wouldn’t see any change. It will be hours before anything happens. Come, let’s lock up and go. We must pass the time somehow. An early dinner and some music, if there’s any to be got at the Queen’s Hall. I want not to think for a bit. And then if you still insist on seeing the whole thing through, well—”


When they got back to Malacca Wharf at half-past eleven they found Sebastien sitting on the doorstep with a suit-case by his side and a kit-bag at his feet.


“I thought you would want your night-robe, Sare,” he said; “so I bring it.”


“Good Lord!” said Anthony under his breath, “this is the last straw!”


“Thank you, Sebastien,” he said aloud; “it was very thoughtful of you. But for the future please remember that I wish you to stay at Drelincourt unless you have orders to the contrary. I have no bed here for you.”


“I can sleep anywhere,” said Sebastien eagerly; “on the floor, outside Monsieur’s room. I need no covertures, Sare!”


“You will sleep,” said Anthony deliberately, “at the Bridge House Hotel, London Bridge, and you will stay there till you hear from me. Good night! No, I will carry the things up myself, thank you. Good night, Sebastien.”



    ~



Wilfred Wilton can never be induced to talk much of that night. He retreated, as he had undertaken to do, to the little bedroom, and lying on the naked spring mattress with a rug over him, he listened to the hollow sound of Anthony’s footsteps on the echoing wood of stairs and floor. The stairs spoke loudest and longest. For Anthony went up and down them more than once, and as he came up there was something in his step that told of weight carried with caution. Then there were movements in the laboratory, and the light that showed under the door increased. Then Anthony came into the bedroom and took off his boots and got into slippers, talked a little about ordinary things, and ended with the suggestion of a drink.


“No, you’d better not come out,” he said; “I’ll bring it in.” Then through the half-open door there was the splash of spirit and the spurt of soda, and Anthony came back, glass in hand. Wilton, for reasons of his own, did not drink that whisky. When Drelincourt was gone, he emptied the glass outside the window-sill, and it trickled silently down the house wall. Then he lay down again with eyes closed and breathing regular.


Presently Anthony came in again softly, seemed to hold his breath and listen to Wilton’s breathing. Then he went out and closed the door. And for a very long time, as it seemed to Wilton, there was silence. And then a low voice spoke, Anthony’s voice, disguised in the cadence of a language Wilton did not know. Faint scented vapours invaded the room, sweet, pungent, unrecognisable. And the light that shone through the ground glass above the door varied in colour and in intensity. Wilton listened and looked, consciously hostile. He hated the whole business. This is all that Wilton will tell you. But I believe he knows more. He says he did not sleep.


And when it was daylight and he got up and dressed and went out, the body lay on the floor, very still; and Anthony, asleep in the armchair, started up at his entrance, and came towards him, looking like a ghost.


“No change,” he said; “did you sleep well?”


“I haven’t slept at all,” he said. Anthony, looking closely at him, saw that he spoke the truth.


“So that was it,” he said slowly. “I must try again tonight. Wilton, don’t! You don’t know how everything hangs on a thread. If you won’t go away and won’t go to sleep. What did you do with the whisky?”


“So that was it,” said Wilton, in his turn.


“It wouldn’t have hurt you,” said Anthony. “If you won’t go away and won’t go to sleep, at least don’t oppose me. Wish me well. Wish I may succeed.”


“I can’t,” said Wilton. “It’s all rubbish. I ought never to have allowed myself to be drawn into this. I shall wire to Bats and see if you can’t be got to hear reason. Even now it’s not too late to tell the police. I’ll explain the delay by saying you’ve got sunstroke or something. Drelincourt, don’t be an idiot.”


“All right, I won’t,” said Anthony; “let’s go and get some breakfast.”


As they breakfasted, Drelincourt wrote a few words on an envelope. “Have that telegram sent, will you?” he said to the waiter.


They spent the morning in the laboratory. Anthony was at his bench. Wilton went out, for a breath of fresh air, he said, but he was back in half-an-hour trying to read. And between them lay the quiet prone figure, its outline further shrouded by a white sheet laid over all. It might have been a mere heap of loose linen that lay there.


At noon a little quiet tap took Anthony to the door.


“It’s Sebastien,” he said over his shoulder, and spoke to the man quickly and softly in French. Wilton could not hear or could not understand what was said; only he thinks he heard Sebastien say something about being at the orders of Monsieur, and then Anthony said, “Come out a minute, Wilton,” and Wilton went out, and there was Sebastien at the top of the stairs. And he and Anthony suddenly came towards Wilton together. Sebastien had a coil of rope over his arm; he came straight on, never looking to right or left. Wilton stared at him, and the next moment Anthony had caught his hands, and Sebastien was binding his wrists together with that cord.


“I’m most frightfully sorry,” Anthony was saying; “but you leave me no alternative. I can’t and won’t submit to have my whole life’s work ruined because you think you know everything.”


They tied his arms and ankles with close knots.


“Now, Wilton,” said Anthony, “I don’t want to gag you, because I believe gagging hurts; but by God I will if you don’t give me your word not to call out.”


“I suppose you know,” Wilton, pale with rage, addressed himself to Sebastien, “that this is an assault. You can be sent to prison for it. And you shall be.”


“Yes, Sare,” said Sebastien respectfully.


“I am awfully sorry,” said Anthony again.


“You’ll be more sorry still before you’ve done,” Wilton told him.


“Go downstairs a minute, Sebastien,” Anthony said. Then to Wilton: “I trusted you and then you impede everything, actually stop it, and threaten me with the police. I can’t act otherwise. Will you promise to hold your tongue? Don’t refuse out of pride or temper. I must gag you if you don’t. And I hate to do that.”


The interested doctor in Wilton struggled with the angry and outraged man in him. He looked at Anthony.


“All right! I promise,” he said, with an effort. “But for how long?”


“I don’t know. Thank God, you’re seeing reason. Wilton, there’s not one man in a thousand would have had the pluck to promise that, for fear I should think he was a coward. I’ll never forget that. Now, old chap, you see what it means to me. I’ll stick at nothing. Let me untie the cords. Just promise you’ll go away for the afternoon. Let’s call it a joke. I’ll tell Sebastien it is.”


“No,” said Wilton. “Oh, this is absurd, Drelincourt. Don’t behave like a penny dreadful. Untie my hands.”


“I wish Bats was here,” said Anthony.


“So do I,” said Wilton.


And, as if he had come from the depths of Sussex suddenly by the magic of the speaking of his name, Bats appeared at the foot of the stairs in the noisy act of overwhelming the opposition of Sebastien.


“What’s all this tosh?” he said, throwing from him the faithful but ineffectual Helvetian, and coming up. “Guarded stairs and, Good God, Tony! it’s about time I did come. What’s it all about?”


“Drelincourt insists on my leaving him, and I contend that he’s not fit to be left. That’s why I wired to you,” said Wilton. “Untie this rope, Bats. I’ll leave him all right now you’re here.”


But Anthony had caught Bats by the arm.


“Look here,” he said, “you can understand. Wilton – I know he’s acting for the best, and all that rot. Take him away, take him for a walk. Let me have the place to myself. Good God in Heaven! it is my place, after all, isn’t it? Take Sebastien away.”


Sebastien had discreetly remained below.


“Very well,” said Bats; “but we shall come back. Or look here, I have the key of Rose’s house to see after her letters. We’ll wait here. Telephone if you want us.”


“Right!” said Anthony. “Now go, like good chaps. I’ll apologise later, Wilton.”


He went into the laboratory and shut the door. They heard the key turn.


“He’s quite mad,” said Wilton, as Bats took his knife and cut the cords, and he rubbed his wrists fretfully.


“If he is,” said Bats, “I’m for humouring him. He’ll certainly go off his head if we don’t.”


“It’s not fair to the girl,” said Wilton.


“What girl?” said Bats.


“The dead girl,” said the doctor. “I don’t bear any malice about the rope. If he’s mad, he can’t help it, poor chap. But the dead girl.”


“But if she’s dead—”


“But suppose she isn’t dead?”


“Oh!” said Bats, “his madness is infectious, is it? You believe the girl isn’t dead now, do you?”


“Of course she’s dead,” said Wilton; “but – oh, well, come along.”


They went to Rose’s house, a dusty little house it was, and lacking her presence, a dreary little house. They sent Sebastien out to buy food, and when he timidly explained that he could “make the kitchen,” they let him cook it for them. They smoked and they read. Wilton fidgeted and moved about restlessly, and more than once he said:


“We ought to go back to him, we ought to go back.”


And always Bats said: “No. I’ve seen him like this before. It always ends all right. Wait till he rings us up.”


And the day wore on. And still their ears waited in vain for the tinkle of the telephone bell. It was evening when the two men, reading in the parlour, and Sebastien patiently doing nothing in the tiny kitchen, heard a step on the flagstones outside, and a key rattling in the lock of the front door. They were all in the little passage when the door opened. Rose stood on the doorstep – Rose, pale and dominant.


The three men retreated a step or two. She came in.


“What is it?” she said. “What’s the matter?”


“I thought you wouldn’t mind,” said Bats. “You know you gave me the key when I was staying at Tony’s, and you said then I might use the house to cook in when you were out. And we had to wait somewhere.”


“But you said you had to go and see your aunt who is ill,” said Rose.


“One must say something,” Bats urged. “In point of fact Wilton wired for me, but I didn’t want to go into explications with Lady Blair.”


“But why?” Rose asked “Why, why, why? Why is Sebastien here?”


“Sir Antonio telegraphed to me at the hotel,” said Sebastien.


“But why have you come up?” Bats asked.


“Oh!” said Rose, “Sebastien telegraphed for me!”



XVI



      Achievement





No later cross-questioning of Sebastien ever elicited any explanation of his action, first in following Anthony with undesired suit-cases, and, secondly, in sending to Rose a telegram which took the curious form, “Sir Antonio is at Malacca very strange Sebastien.”


But questioning Sebastien was, in the first awkwardness of the meeting of those four in the narrow passage, the last thing to interest Wilton and Bats, just as the arrival of Rose had been the last thing they could have anticipated. Neither of them could find any words that seemed likely to help the situation. Rose took hold of it.


“Come in,” she said. “Sebastien, wait in the kitchen. Now,” she said, shutting the door and standing with her hand on its handle, “what is it? What’s the matter? Where’s Anthony?”


“Anthony’s in his laboratory, conducting an experiment,” said Bats patiently.


“But why are you here? Why did Wilfred come to London with Tony? Why did he wire for you? Why all this silly mystery?”


“Why did you come up?”


“Don’t I tell you?” said Rose. “Sebastien wired. I thought Anthony was ill. Poisoned or blown up or something. Is he all right?”


“Perfectly,” said Bats. And Wilton carefully said nothing. He would have gone out and left Bats to invent explanations, but Rose’s hand was on the door.


“Don’t behave like babies,” said Rose. “Wilfred must have had some reason for wiring to you.”


“It’s Anthony’s experiment,” said Wilton feebly.


“Very well,” said Rose; “it seems I can’t get any sense out of either of you. I shall go to Anthony for an explanation.”


She was turning the handle when Bats’ hand closed over hers.


“No,” said Bats; “that’s impossible. Look here, Rose. If Anthony’s interrupted now it will be very bad for him, wreck everything. He’s got an idea. I don’t think it’s a correct one, but if he’s not allowed to prove that it’s incorrect, he’ll always think that it was right and that we made him muff it. And all his life he’d go on hating anyone who interfered at this moment. Don’t you see?”


“A wrong idea? He told you what it was then?” she said, like lightning, and shook her hand from his.


“No, I happened to find out.”


“And Wilfred, too; did he find out?”


“Don’t,” said Bats evenly. “Let Wilton tell Sebastien to get you some tea or something.”


She looked blankly at him. Then —


“Yes,” she said, “please. Would you mind?”


She took her hand from the door and stepped back. Wilton, without a glance at either of them, went out.


“Rose,” said Bats, the moment they were alone, “don’t! How can you expect to make Anthony happy, if you’re going to spy and bother every time he has an idea? You know he always rushes off after a new idea. Life with him will be impossible if you’re going to behave like a baby and whimper and go on saying: ‘You might let me look! Oh, do let me look!’ No man could work with a woman like that hanging onto him,”


“You’re trying to brace me up, as they call it, by being rude. What are you doing it for? What is it I’ve got to bear or got to hear? What has happened to him?”


“Nothing whatever,” said Bats, and once more hoping he spoke the truth. “But I’m very fond of him and I’m very fond of you, and I don’t want you to make a mess of everything.” He led from any suit; the game seemed lost in any event. Afterwards he asked himself why it should have seemed to him that winning the game meant deceiving Rose; keeping her in ignorance about the dead girl. If the dead girl had been a living rival he could not have felt more tensely the need to keep Rose from any knowledge of the dead girl’s existence.


Rose had pulled off her hat and thrown it on the table: quite automatically she ran her fingers through her hair, to make it take on those loose waves that suited her face so well. She always did that when she took off her hat, and she did it now. Suddenly her hands dropped.


“Billy,” she said, and it seemed to Bats that she almost fawned upon him, “I know I’m behaving like an hysterical school-girl. But it’s that crystal. There was something strange and terrible to happen after he’d got his money. And when I got that telegram from Sebastien – oh! why did he send it if there was nothing wrong? – when I got it, I felt the thing had come now. And I wanted to help Anthony.”


“When a man wants a woman’s help, he asks for it,” said Bats, blessing Wilton for Wilton’s absence.


“Does he? Always? I feel that if I went to him now, I could save him.”


“‘Dangerous guides, the feelings,’” quoted Bats. “Rose, don’t be womanly. Not now. You’re right so far: this is a crisis in Anthony’s work. You can make him muff the whole thing. Be reasonable. Have some tea and laugh at the whole thing with Anthony tomorrow. You can’t believe in that crystal nonsense. Not you, Rose, you can’t!”


“I know I can’t,” she said, “only I do. All sorts of horrid things happen, explosions and blood poisonings and—”


She looked at him a moment, frowned, bit her lips and covered her face with her hands.


“Thank God!” said Mr. Bats silently; “you can always manage a woman if only she’ll begin to cry.”


Rose went blindly towards the table and sank into a chair beside it, her elbows on the table and her head in her hands. He came and stood beside her.


“Don’t,” he said; “don’t, dear! “and touched her hand. She caught his and laid her forehead on it, and he felt her tears warm upon his palm. “Now I wonder,” he said to himself, “what particular sin I’m paying for now? Whatever it is, the price seems excessive.” And Wilton might come in at any moment.


“You’re overwrought,” he said; “you’ve been worrying and fancying. Everything’s all right.”


She clung to his hand convulsively.


“Oh! how I wish you’d say something I could believe,” she sobbed.


Bats racked his soul to grant her wish. In vain. So he stood there in an awkward silence, and felt that Wilton’s tact in keeping away was becoming almost tactless. Then he found himself saying: “Give Anthony a chance. If he doesn’t tell you tomorrow, I will. I promise you that. Only he wanted to tell you himself. He’s going to ring us up the moment he knows whether it’s all right. I always thought you were so brave. And here you are making yourself ill about an old fortune-teller’s foolishness. Cheer up! Everything’s all right, believe me.”


Through his last words something else spoke.


“Oh!” she cried, and jumped up, almost throwing his hand from her, “there’s the telephone!”


It was, in fact, the telephone which had spoken. And before Bats could think of anything sensible to say or do, the receiver was at Rose’s ear and she was saying, “Yes?” hoarsely.


“It’s Drelincourt,” said her lover’s voice; “is that Wilton? Come over at once, there’s a good chap. It’s all right. She’s moved. She’s breathing. She’s alive!”


So much she heard before Bats, by sudden force, tore the receiver from her and held her away from the machine while he put the receiver to his own ear.


“What’s that?” he said, and heard in a tone of inexpressible joy and triumph:


“She’s alive. She’s breathing. That you, Bill? Send Wilton. I was right. I must go back to her. Make Wilton come. He’ll forgive all that silliness. Send him now.”


Bats hung up the receiver, still holding Rose from it with his other arm.


“Be quiet,” he said to her, in a voice she had never heard, and shouted, “Wilton! he says it’s all right.” Wilton put his head in at the door.


“All right, I tell you,” said Bats, answering the other’s look and tightening his grasp of Rose, “go over at once. It’s life.”


Wilton went.


“Now,” said Bats. He loosed Rose, but he stood between her and the telephone. “I hope you’re satisfied.”


“She?” said Rose gasping. “She? I knew it. I knew it.”


“I suppose I must tell you now that you’ve eavesdropped into the middle of the whole story,” said Bats, at his wits’ end. “It’s a poor woman they thought was dead, and Anthony’s succeeded in reviving her by some new process. Now are you satisfied?”


“But – why wasn’t I to be told?”


“I thought you didn’t like dissecting-room stories,” said Bats brutally.


And Sebastien came in with the tea.


“I’m sorry,” said Rose flatly, when he had gone out; “but I suppose you can’t understand. If you were as fond of anyone as I am of Anthony, you’d understand then.”


“If being fond of people makes one want to interfere at every crisis of their work, I hope to Heaven no one will ever be fond of me,” said Bats tartly.


Then Rose deliberately blew her nose, wiped her eyes, put her handkerchief in her pocket and smiled at him. The smile was beautiful. She was not one of those women who are disfigured almost unrecognisably by tears.


“Pax!” she said. “Let me give you some tea. I’m sorry I made a fuss. I’m going to be a perfect Griselda for ever and ever. And,” she added, smiling still more brilliantly, “you won’t tell Tony what a fool I’ve been, will you?”


“That’s a false move, Rose,” he said. “You should never ask people not to tell. It puts the idea into their heads.”


“But you won’t,” she persisted, and her eyes, he saw, were still full of tears.


“No,” he said, “this once I won’t. I don’t want to worry the man’s life out by letting him know what he’s got to look forward to.”


She laughed, not quite steadily, but still she laughed. “I said Pax,” she said.



    ~



When the door had closed and latch and lock clicked home; when the departing feet of his two friends and his servant had, echoing, died away on stairway and flagstone, Anthony Drelincourt stood a moment, breathing hard. The enthusiasm of the experimenter, thwarted by the conscientious tiresomeness of the doctor, the half admitted hopes, the half-resisted fears, anxiety, curiosity, and a thousand little undefined impulses, attractions and repulsions, all these swimming in an overwhelming ocean of something new, something unknown, something which he strove in vain to understand and to reckon with, all these had driven him to a condition nearer frenzy than it pleased him to remember. He stood there disconcerted, ashamed, and bitterly conscious that he was now in no condition to attempt the control of the forces which he believed to exist, and believed himself to be, at his best, able to master.


There were certain things that could be done now, even by one whose self-control had been shaken and whose hand, though trembling, could be schooled to steadiness; another injection, the ignition of certain resinous gums and spices, the lighting of certain tapers. These things he did without removing the sheet from the face of the body.


Then he retreated to the far end of the room and sank into his chair, every muscle relaxed, and stayed there seeking to relax his mind also, to wash from it all traces of the agitation and anger that had distorted and enfeebled it in his encounter with Wilton. It was a long time before he succeeded, but at last he rose, made certain preparations, drew back the veil from the dead girl’s face, and, without ever touching her, began the “treatment” which, succeeding the hypodermic injections, the strokings of the forehead, the application to nostrils and ears and lips of strange, strong, sweet-scented liquids, must, if his faith were to be justified, restore to life this pallid, death-still body.


The extremest mental tension was of the essence of the treatment, a tension so great as to obliterate all bodily consciousness. Yet that kind of mental tension is physical also, and, as he stood gazing at the dead face, the sweat poured off his forehead, and every now and then he brushed it from his eyes with the back of his hand. But presently this ceased, the mind took full possession of the field, and his body ceased to protest its weakness. The consciousness of power awakened in him; doubt and fear shrivelled and vanished like dead flowers in a glowing furnace; confidence of triumph possessed him, growing, growing, till it seemed to fill his being. If ever a man felt like a god, it was Anthony Drelincourt in that hour. And he might have been a god, a god carved in some transfigured splendour of marble, as he stood at last, all the prescribed gestures and passes made, motionless with hands outstretched over the body of the girl.


When the moment had come he spoke, strange words, slow and intense. His voice shaped itself to something like a low toneless chant, words indeed, but words of no language that is taught in the schools. Words that have been handed down from Mage to Initiate through generation after generation, since days before great Babylon was a little village, before Nineveh reared her towers to the stars, before the Hittites set the first stone of the first city of their mysterious civilisation, the civilisation which time has wiped away as a child wipes from a slate a little sum done wrong.


The chant, in an invocation that was almost a cry, ceased. Silence filled the room.


Now – now – now! Here was the moment. If not now, all was in vain; the faith of the man’s life a worthless trifle trampled in the dust. Now – now – now!


His eyes fixed on the dead face, wavered for the first time. Something fiery yet enervating, like chloroform and sunshine mingled, flushed through his veins. “No more,” he told himself; “I can do no more.”


And as he told it, a sound broke the throbbing silence, a little light sigh. And he had not sighed.


“Now,” he said again, concentrating all his soul and spirit in the command. “Now!”


And the dead woman’s eyelids fluttered, opened an instant and closed again.


The thing needed was at hand. He had seen to all that. A phial and a glass. He filled the glass, raised her head and held the glass to her lips. Her lips accepted the brim of the beaker. She drank. Her eyes closed again.


Rigid with an inconceivable joy and triumph, he turned away, left her there lying still, living, with eyes closed and quiet hands. There were certain ceremonial washings of his hands and face. Anthony performed them duly and came back to where she lay. Kneeling by her he set cold fingers on her brow and spoke, this time in no strange tongue.


“Awake,” he said, “it is time.”


And the body that had been dead, moved; the hands fluttered, the eyes opened, gazed a moment wildly, unseeing. Then she raised herself on her elbow and her eyes met his.


“Is it all over?” she asked, and her voice seemed to him to be like no voice his ears had ever heard, and yet to be a voice whose echoes had been always in his heart.


“Yes, it is all over,” he said.


She put one little hand on the floor and raised herself by it till she was sitting on the floor, her face looking up to his as he knelt beside her.


“I do feel different,” she said. “I feel more alive, a thousand times. I did not think it would be so. But you knew – you. And it is truly a fact accomplished?”


“Yes,” he said, trembling now in every nerve, but resolute to show nothing but strength, calmness, trustworthiness.


“And now,” she said, “I live forever?”


“Yes,” he said soothingly, “yes.”


Then the unexpected, the not by any chance to have been foreseen, happened. She smiled full into his dazzled eyes – oh! she was a thousand times more beautiful than he had thought her, a thousand times more beautiful than he had thought anyone could be – laughed a low laugh of perfect contentment and happiness, flung her soft arms round his neck, and, laying her soft cheek to his, breathed softly:


“Oh, my love!”


His heart checked and stumbled, but his arms went round her. What else could they do when hers round his neck seemed to know themselves in their natural home? He held her a moment thus, and the world seemed to spin among a sea of stars and roses. Quite as mixed as that were Anthony’s thoughts. Or had he any thoughts at all? Perhaps not. He knelt there, holding her to his heart that beat as it had never beaten in all his life. Her face lay against his; her shape, slender and delicately warm, nestled in the curve of his arm. She tightened the clasp of her arm round his neck, moved her face a little, and smooth warm soft lips sought his and found them. Stars and flowers and all the world whirling to a wild wonderful music unimaginably beautiful, just not heard, but imminent.


“Oh, my love!” she said again; “oh, my love!” She caught her breath, and he felt her tears hot on his cheek.


As one picks up with tongs a red-hot cinder that has fallen on the hearth, Anthony’s brain caught hold of Anthony’s heart, lifted it, sought to set it back where it should be. Not with Rose. He never thought of Rose, did not so much as remember that a human being named Rose existed in this same wonderful world with him. What his brain told him was that She – there was only one – must rest, must not agitate herself with emotion, must be calm. Yet how answer these words of hers with words of less worth? That was impossible, and he did not even try. Yet what he felt was surprise when he found himself saying:


“My love, you mustn’t. Be good. Be quiet. You’re not out of danger yet.” And then he said, just as Bats was, even then, saying to Rose, “Don’t! please don’t!” and “You mustn’t cry. It’s bad for you.”


“It’s only joy,” she said, and clung to him.


A sudden wild fear assailed him. What if, after all, having brought her back from the dead, he should be powerless to keep her? What if, weeping and clinging to him, the new life he had given her should wane, sink, fade out? Up to this point he had known what to do. Now he did not know any longer. Wilton; why had he driven Wilton away? Of course; Wilton was at the other end of the telephone. He came back to the old life, the old self, with a sickening, bewildering half-turn. Yes; he had done it: he had raised the dead. Her breast pressed to his, softly palpitating with life, witnessed to his triumph. He had brought her back. She had been dead. He knew it. He had known it from the beginning, though he had told these fellows that she was not dead, because it was the simplest way of getting them to understand what he wanted to get understood. She had been dead. And he had gone down into unknown deeps for her, like a second Orpheus, and brought back an Eurydice, not his. But she thought herself his. He trembled and clasped her closer.


“Don’t cry,” he said; “ah, don’t!”


In the bringing of her back he must somehow have impressed his personality, himself, on her mind, so that when she clasped life again, she, with life, clasped him. He had done what he knew how to do. He had brought her back. But now? He was adrift on a sea of wild possibilities, impossibilities; and her arms were round his neck. He put his hands up and loosed those clinging hands.


“Listen!” he said, in a new voice of authority; “listen. You must listen. And you must do what I say.”


“Have I not, always?” she asked. And her pale face met him appealing over their clasped hands as he knelt and looked at her.


“Collect yourself and listen,” he said; “it – it has taken longer than was expected. Things have changed.”


He saw by her eyes that she hardly heard his words. But hers showed that she had heard his tone.


“What is it?” she said. “Are you angry? What have I done? Did I not submit? Did I not do all that you say, though you know how I was afraid.”


“No, no; don’t, dear,” he said. The tender word could not help getting itself spoken; it was the only answer to her appealing eyes. “Of course I am not angry. How could I be? How could I be anything but—? Ah! you know,” he said. But he was awakening to the world as he had known it, the old dull world that had not in it this wonder with the eyes that seemed to live in his, the arms that went round his neck as though that were their right.


“Listen,” he said again; “it has taken longer than was expected. Things have changed.”


“How long?” she asked, and not waiting for the answer, hurried in the vital question, “not you – you have not changed? You love me like before?”


What could he say? The new life that he had not created, of course, but re-created, seemed to hang on his words.


“You know,” he found himself saying, “you know,” and his hands clasped hers closely. But he himself did not know.


“Do not be afraid,” he went on. “I only ask this. Will you trust me?”


“I always trusted you,” she said.


“Trust me entirely. Do exactly what I tell you. It is not yet safe. There are things to be done for you, to make your new life safe. There have been changes—”


He hesitated. In face of her obvious delusion that he was her lover, that he was the man who had induced in her the death sleep from which he, Anthony, had roused her, he could not tell her the truth. Yet something he must tell her.


“Don’t try to understand now. I’ll explain later. What I want you to understand is that things have happened, things are changed. Your life isn’t secure, no, not even now, unless you see a doctor who knows what to do for you. And the only doctor I can get is one who doesn’t know everything about us; doesn’t know that I – that you – that we—”


“That we are lovers,” she said simply; “but I will tell him.”


“That is just what you must not do,” he said. “I can’t explain why you mustn’t. You must pretend that you don’t know me, that I am a stranger who has happened to be able to revive you from a trance.”


“You – a stranger; but—” she breathed, clasping his hands more earnestly.


“It is as I say,” he said. “Trust me. Can you trust me?”


Her eyes answered him.


“It’s impossible to explain now,” he said; “there isn’t time.” And then, for the first time as he remembered how he had used those very words to Rose, he remembered too for the first time what he was to Rose and what Rose ought to be to him. He stumbled on blindly: “The only thing now is to see a doctor. I’m going to call him. If you let him know that you – that I—”


“I know,” she said; “but the doctor knows. Everyone knows.”


“This is another doctor,” he said. “Trust me, believe me when I say that everything depends on his not knowing, on everybody’s not knowing that” – he hesitated and the end of his sentence came like the caught breath of a spent runner – “that we love each other.”


“Truly?” she said.


And he answered: “Truly. Things are different. See, you are in a strange place. All is changed.”


“Except our love,” she said.


“Except our love,” he repeated.


“I see,” she said, looking round; “it is a strange place. But it is a laboratory. And the candles are there and the altar. In the heart of it it’s the same. You told me—”


She faltered and swayed a little as she sat.


“You understand,” he said; “no one must know. It is our secret. If anyone knows yet that we are lovers, we shall be parted forever.”


He saw himself humouring the wild illusions of this girl whom he had raised from the dead even while her touch on his hands set every nerve in his body vibrating to the tune of heaven and hell.


“I do not understand,” she said, and her voice was faint and grew fainter as she spoke. “I do not understand, but I obey. No one shall know from me, my lover, my Master.”


She shivered and swayed towards him. He caught and laid her again on the couch of lambskin. He hesitated a moment, then bent over her, still hesitating.


“It is the last time,” he told himself. “Wilton will restore her memory, her senses. Then she will know that it is not I whom she loves.”


And, with a pang of such agony as he had never dreamed possible, his lips sought hers.


“Oh, my love,” she murmured, withdrawing her lips, “I think I am dying. I can’t leave you. I can’t – not after everything – not—”


Her face had grown once more death-white, her voice trailed away into silence, and Anthony, springing up, rushed to the telephone.


“Wilton will know what to do,” he said, as he held the receiver to his ear.



    ~



Wilton did know what to do. And under his ministrations the colour came back to pale cheeks and lips. She opened tired eyes on the two men, only to close them again in sleep.


“I never would have believed it,” said Wilton, “never!”


The two men were talking in whispers at the far end of the laboratory.


“Well, you were right,” said Wilton generously.


“And, I say,” said Anthony, “you won’t go talking about it, will you? You see it’s my secret. It’s my life-work. It’s my great discovery.”


“I won’t,” said Wilton grimly. “One thing, no one would believe me if I did.”


“I’ll make it all public in time,” said Anthony feverishly; “but I do want to choose my own time.”


“Of course,” said Wilton. “Have you found out who she is, or how she got there, or anything?”


“I thought it best to send for you at once,” said Anthony. “You see I didn’t know how to deal with the case at all after a certain point. So I just called for you. And I can’t thank you enough for not bearing malice about my imbecility this morning.”


“Oh, that’s all right,” said Wilton.


“Well, I won’t keep you any longer. Thanks awfully. Good night, old man,” said Drelincourt. But Wilton hesitated.


“I say,” he began awkwardly, “she’ll wake up presently, you know. I expect she’ll be quite conscious; not wandering, you know, as you said she was at first. I know the scientific mind doesn’t bother about Mrs. Grundy; but she will, when she wakes, you know.”


“I don’t quite understand,” said Anthony. He was aching in every limb, worn out in every fibre of soul and spirit. Sleep seemed to be now the only good thing in the world. “Do speak plain English. I’m tired out.”


“Well, then,” said Wilton roundly, “when she wakes up and finds herself alone with a man in his laboratory in the middle of the night, she won’t like it, if she’s the girl I take her for. There ought to be another woman here.”


“But how can I get another woman at this hour of night?”


“I can get you one,” said Wilton, with a pleasant sensation of hidden archness. “You leave it to me. And when she comes you’d better clear out. You might go over to Rose’s house. Bats is there. And leave the patient and the woman I’ll send you to spend the night here. And in the morning our patient will be able to tell us a good many things, I shouldn’t wonder.”


“Are you sure your woman is trustworthy?” asked Drelincourt, glancing at the sleeping girl in the lambskin. “I couldn’t do with a fool, you know, in an affair like this.”


“Oh, she’s no fool,” said Wilton, hugging himself in his tact and sagacity. “She’ll be a pleasant surprise for you. Good night, old chap. No, not another word about this morning. I quite understand.”


Was it all innocent archness on Wilton’s part? Or was there, deep down in the subconsciousness, a desire to be even with Anthony for that morning’s outrage? Did Wilton feel anything? – he could have known nothing. Was it ingenuous friendship – or what was it? Those are questions which the doctor himself could not have answered, problems to which Anthony later tried in vain to find a solution.


Anyhow, what happened was this. Wilton walked quietly across the deserted yard of Malacca Wharf, and broke in on the talk of Bats and Rose with:


“The experiment has been successful. And Anthony wants you to go over for a moment. No, not you, Bats; it’s Rose he wants.”


“It’s me he wants?” said Rose; “. . . oh!”


“I didn’t think Rose cared so much,” Wilton commented, when Bats, having escorted her across the yard, came back silent and cross.


“I didn’t suppose you did,” Bats snapped, filling his pipe.


“I like giving people these little surprises,” said Wilton.


“Surprises?” Bats paused, pipe in hand, to ask.


“Of course I didn’t tell him it was Rose I was sending,” said Wilton, laughing triumphantly. “I said I’d send a woman.”


“God help all fools,” said Bats. “He didn’t know she was coming? You’ve tumbled Rose right into the middle of that?”


“I love doing little good turns to lovers,” said the doctor; “anyone could see how the land lay between them. We won’t go to bed till he comes, will we? He’s coming across as soon as he’s seen the ‘woman’ I promised to send, and arranged for her to look after the revived person for the night. Won’t he be surprised? What’s up?”


For Bats had risen and made quietly for the door. But at the question he came slowly back.


“It’s too late now,” he said, “I can’t do anything,” and he felt for his matches.


“What do you want to do, you silly old interloper?” said Wilton jovially; “it’s the crowning moment of Anthony’s life. Didn’t you know that he and Rose were keen on each other? I’ve seen it for ages. They’ll come to an understanding now, you’ll see. What a scene! The great experiment successful. The girl of his heart to tell all about it to. And the witching hour. It’s beautiful! It’s perfect! What luck that she happened to be here! It’s God’s own chance!”


“And you,” said Bats in silence, “are God’s own ass! And I’ve got to sit here and look at you. And she’s there. And Anthony will introduce her to the newcomer with, ‘Here’s a dead body come to life.’ And I can’t do anything. Oh, it’s a beautiful world, full of beautiful people. Damn!” he added thoughtfully and aloud.


“Burnt yourself?” asked Wilton sympathetically.



XVII



      Lies





Rose, all aglow with joy that, in his triumph, it was to her he turned, that in the crowning moment of his life it was she whom he needed, ran lightly up the long stairs and tapped at the laboratory door.


“It’s me,” she called; “it’s Rose. May I come in?” To the last he was grateful to her for having called out. It gave him a moment’s grace, the moment which it takes to cross a room and open a door. Had she merely knocked, and had he, expecting a charwoman or district nurse, opened the door to find himself face to face with his betrothed, the situation might have slipped beyond his control. As it was he was able, the door safely closed between him and the girl who called him her love and clung to him as by right, to meet with some semblance of natural surprise and pleasure, the only woman who had a right to cling to him.


“My dearest Rose,” he said, quite as convincingly as he ever said it, “how splendid and how amazing,” and he held out his hands to her and kissed her. Never had the charade feeling been so strong.


“What’s happened to you?” he went on; “why aren’t you at Drelincourt? Is anything the matter? Did you want me?”


“Wake up,” she said, and pinched his ear. Yes, she had every right to pinch his ear, he reminded himself. “You’re in one of your dreams, dear. But even you can hardly have forgotten that you told Wilton to send me over, because – oh, Tony, I am so glad the experiment is a success. Let me come in, and tell me all about it.”


“Wilton seems to have told you,” he said, and wondered if Rose could help noticing the toneless quality his voice had suddenly taken on.


“Jealous?” she said. “Did he want to be the one to tell his own secrets?”


The agitation of the long journey, the reaction from anxiety to joy had shaken Rose into an intimate playfulness that Anthony had never seen in her before. He wondered why he had ever thought her strong and sensible. And she felt the impulse of repulsion in the weakening clasp of his hands.


“I’m wandering,” she said quickly; “of course Wilton didn’t tell me anything. He left it for you. He just told me you wanted me; that you’d succeeded. And I was very proud that you wanted me, at a time like this,” she ended, once more the Rose that he had always known, alert, competent, dignified.


“My dear girl,” he said, “I do want you. I always want you. And Wilton must have guessed that I did. And I suppose he knew you’d come up. Of course. They were waiting at your house. But in point of fact I thought you were at Drelincourt. Why aren’t you?”


“Oh, I had to come up,” she answered impatiently; “don’t bother about trifles, Tony. Tell me what it is you’ve discovered, or succeeded in, or whatever it is. And do let’s go inside.”


“Not yet,” he said. “I want to tell you first. Wilton offered to send me a woman to help me in a little difficulty. I – But I’m keeping you standing, dear. You must be tired, the journey and all. Let’s sit down on the stairs.”


They sat down.


“I’m very glad it’s you he sent,” Anthony made himself say; “because of course I want above all things to tell you everything.” And as he spoke he cursed Wilton’s officious folly, and his own lying lips; and wondered desperately how little it would be safe to tell this girl who nestled confidently against him as they sat. “I trust you so completely,” he said, taking a perverse pleasure in elaborating the lie.


“Oh, don’t! wait a minute,” Rose said, and moved a little from him. The memory had come sharply to her of that time when she had sat on those stairs with William Bats, and how she had schemed to get Bats away so that she might spy and pry into Anthony’s laboratory, and surprise, if she could, and if there were any, his secrets.


“You oughtn’t to trust me,” she said; and told, in detail, why. To him the confession lacked interest, but his imagination helped him to forgive her gracefully.


“And now,” he said, “I want to tell you. My great discovery is this – at least this is part of it (his sudden snatch at truthfulness surprised and interested him) – I have found out how to bring to life people whom other people believe to be dead.”


“How splendid!”


“You know for thousands of years people have tried after this. You’ve heard of the Elixir of Life and things like that. Well, I’ve been trying it on for years, and I’ve succeeded. I succeeded with guinea-pigs and birds and a monkey.”


“Were they really dead?”


“Yes. I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s true. And then a child that they thought was dead at the hospital. He’s alive and jolly now in the country. And then, it was yesterday, I got a telegram.”


“Who from?”


“One of the doctors at Guy’s,” lied Anthony readily, “a chap who’s followed my experiments with the greatest interest. And they wanted me to try another subject. It’s a woman who was given over for dead. And she’s here. And I’ve revived her. Wilton helped. She’s all right, but very exhausted and feeble. And then of course I wanted a woman to look after her. And Wilton said he’d send me one. I thought it would be a district nurse or something. And instead – it’s you! Wilton must have guessed – dear!” he said, and wondered at himself.


“But I can do anything a district nurse can do,” said Rose, her confidence in her own competence asserting itself. “And I’d love to help you. Let’s go to her, poor thing. Who is she? A poor woman, I suppose, as it’s a hospital case?”


“She’s a lady,” said Anthony, “and I think it’s rather a peculiar case. I have an idea who she may be; and if so, it’s a most extraordinary coincidence. She’s asleep now. But you see – of course, when she wakes she’ll feel a bit awkward in a strange place with no other woman. I ought to have thought of that and had someone here in readiness.”


“Your Guy’s doctor ought to have thought of that,” said Rose indignantly, “but it doesn’t matter. I’ll stay with her. Oh, Anthony! I can hardly believe it. They really thought she was dead. And you restored her. How splendid you are.”


She put her arm around his neck and kissed him in tender congratulation.


“It is rather jolly,” he said, and laughed. But he had to stop that at once.


“She’ll want clothes,” he said, “a night-gown and so on, and tomorrow some clothes must be bought for her. She’s in a sort of fancy dress. It was a sudden seizure, and that’s how – Oh, Rose!” he broke off suddenly, “I’m dog tired. Go over and get a night-dress for her and whatever you want yourself for the night. And don’t question her. She’s very feeble still, and it’s all rather mysterious. I am so tired.”


He leaned his head on Rose’s shoulder, as a tired child leans against its mother. “I can’t talk any more,” he said. “If I may sleep at your house – may I?”


She put her arm round his shoulders with a gentle protective gesture. “You poor boy; yes, of course. I’ll go at once, dear. No, don’t come with me. Go back to her. She might wake and be frightened at finding herself alone, poor old thing.”


“You think of everything,” he said, standing up with his hand on the door; “but she isn’t old. At least I don’t think so,” he added, and wondered why he could not have let well alone, when Rose said – “What it is to be a scientist! I wonder you ever realised that I wasn’t ninety.”


“I know I’m unobservant,” he said; “but she is young. I’m almost sure of it. You’ll bring hairpins and brushes and soap and sponges, and all the things women want for dressing, won’t you?”


“Don’t fuss,” she said, and went.


She would have liked her house to be spotlessly clean and ruthlessly tidy since Anthony was to have the run of it. And she knew too well that in every room but the parlour there would be sheaves of everything that ought to be neatly arranged, lying loose round. And there was no time to make her house neat for her lover’s eyes. Nevertheless, as she made the choice of things needed for her own toilet and that of the stranger and threw them into a bag, she hastily collected by the armful the odds and ends of clothing, drawings, and mixed litter that encumbered her rooms, threw them onto the bed, and when chests, tables, bureaux were all clear, knotted the quilt round the miscellaneous clearings, and dragged the bundle into a cupboard which she locked. She put fresh sheets on the bed and a clean quilt, hastily dusting the tops of things with her handkerchief.


“Ten minutes can’t matter,” she said. Then she called out to Bats, and he came up for the bag.


“Anthony must sleep here,” she said; “see that he does, will you? He’s tired out. You and Wilfred must manage somehow. Isn’t Tony wonderful! He can do things like that, Miracles really, and yet not notice if the person he’s doing it to is old or young. Oh! and I say, you’d better tell Wilfred about Tony and me. He must have guessed it, or he wouldn’t have sent me there as a surprise-party. And he may as well be told. I don’t mind everyone’s knowing now. It was only at first when I thought we might change our minds. But now I – know we neither of us shall, I don’t care who knows about it.”


Bats lifted the bag.


“That all?” he said.


Drelincourt had lighted all the gas jets, and the laboratory windows shone, yellow oblongs in the night.


“Sure you don’t mind looking after her?” Bats asked, as they reached the warehouse door; “not afraid or anything?”


“Of course not. Why on earth should I?”


“Telephone if you want anything,” he said.


“Of course,” she said again, and wondered why people were so silly. To her the adventure was thrilling in itself, and charming because she was now in the position which she always desired. To her responsibility, the exercise of her powers, the looking of others to her for help, was the breath of life, or at any rate its fullest joy. And that she should be doing things for Anthony; that he should be leaning on her; he who had always so wilfully and strongly stood alone! This was life as she saw it. And the woman in her was glad, furtively, that she and the man she loved were, for this night, exchanging homes.


Anthony met them at the door, brisk and businesslike.


“Got everything you want?” he asked. “Right! Now, Bill, you take the feet and I’ll take the head; get hold of the mattress – that’s right. We’ll lift her onto the bed.”


They lifted her and carried her into the little room that had been a counting-house when Malacca Wharf was alive.


“Now,” said Anthony, coming back and going to the bench, “come here, Rose. This glass, with the card on it labelled 1, you give her if she wakes. And if she wakes, ask her if she’d like to be undressed and go to bed. If she says no, let her be. If she says yes, help her to undress. No talking, mind. She may want to talk. She’s got all sorts of delusions. But quiet’s the thing. I think she’ll sleep all right. When she wakes in the morning, give her what’s in this other glass labelled 2. And ring us up. We’ll bring breakfast over. Keep her head low. Only one pillow. I think that’s all.”


“Yes,” said Rose.


“Sure you don’t mind? It’s awfully good of you,” he added, as an afterthought.


“I love to do anything to help you, you know that,” she answered, low, because of Bats standing patiently by the door.


“Telephone if she seems ill or anything. But she won’t. Good night.”


“Good night,” said Rose. “Good night, Billy.”


Bats went out. Anthony following, turned at the door and came back. He felt that he owed Rose something for this unquestioning service so willingly rendered.


“Good night,” he said again, almost as lovers say good night.


Rose, left alone, locked the door and went about in a business-like way, lowering most of the lights. Then she let down the gold and black table, set the bag on it, and unpacked carefully and methodically, setting everything ready on convenient chairs. Her best night-dress, the one with the most and the prettiest lace, she laid on the work-table.


“I suppose one ought to air things,” she said; “but this glorious weather – they can’t be damp.”


She rather prided herself on being in no hurry to go into that other room. But at last she stepped to its open door and looked in. The little room had its gas alight.


“So this is where he sleeps,” she told herself, and then went forward to look at the form that lay on his bed.


“How could he not have known she was young?” she asked herself, as for the first time she saw the delicate dark beauty of that quiet face. She sat down on a chair at the foot of the bed and looked. Rose was “no good “as an Artist; Esther Raven had been right; but she was artist enough to know beauty when she saw it.


“I am glad she’s saved,” she said; “how dreadful if she had died – all that beauty wasted and thrown away.”


And she sat quite still, looking, looking.


If you look at a sleeping person long enough and earnestly enough, that person wakes. Suddenly large dark luminous eyes returned Rose’s scrutiny. Neither spoke. For a long minute they looked at each other.


It was not till the girl on the bed moved her hand to her head that Rose spoke.


“You are to have some medicine now,” she said, and fetched it.


The other girl raised herself on her elbow and drank.


“Thank you,” she said, as Rose took the empty glass from her; “I am sorry to give you so much trouble.”


“I am very pleased to do anything for you,” said Rose, and both voices were ice-cold.


“Is he there?” the girl in the bed asked, her eyes questioning the open door.


“No, he’s gone to bed; he is very tired,” Rose answered. “It has taken hours to revive you.”


“Yes, of course,” the other said, and was silent.


“Don’t you think,” said Rose, “that you’d be more comfortable in bed?”


“Yes, but – oh, I see – this is a bed, is it not? Yes. Thank you.”


“I will help you to undress, if you like,” said Rose, hating herself for the sudden and intense repulsion which this beautiful vision inspired.


“Thank you,” said the vision again.


“I’ll get the things,” said Rose, and went into the room, calling upon herself to be reasonable. She was clear-sighted enough to realise exactly what that pang meant which she had felt when those eyes opened, when that voice – a very beautiful voice she hated to have to admit – asked for him. And she was level-headed enough to tell herself that jealousy – yes, it was that; she was certain of it – was nothing short of insane. He had never seen this woman before; he had not even known whether she was young or old.


“For shame! – he might be any ordinary young man,” she told herself, and added, veiling the egoism in a wordless vagueness of thought; “you might be any ordinary young woman instead of the strong, sensible, competent, compelling person that you are!”


She gathered together the needed objects from chair and table.


“And besides,” she said, with no vagueness now; “poor thing, how confusing and terrible for her. A strange place. Strange people. I must get her to like me and confide in me. She will need a friend.”


So Rose, stifling the first instinctive repulsions of her whole healthy nature, went back to the woman who had been dead and was alive.


“You’d like me to bathe your hands and face,” she said gently, kindly, dropping scented drops into the wash-hand basin; “and I’ll brush your pretty hair, and plait it. You mustn’t trouble to do anything. Let’s play that I’m your maid, shall we?”


The other smiled. “How kind you are,” she said. “I am foolish. Just now when I woke, I was afraid of you.”


“You weren’t really awake, not quite, were you?” Rose was laying the soft sweet sponge on the other’s forehead and hoping for enlightenment. She had promised not to question her charge. But her charge might speak, unquestioned, and throw some light on her personality, her identity, and the circumstances that had brought her here. She did.


“You are more gentle than my maid,” she said. That was enlightening. The stranger was, at any rate, of the class that has maids.


“What is your name?” she asked, as Rose brought soft towels.


“Rose.”


“It is very beautiful, like you,” said the other; “my name is Eugenia.”


Rose could not remember where she had heard that name before.


“You must not talk so much,” she said, feeling how good it was of her to say it. And Eugenia answered:


“I know: he said so. But we must know each other’s names, my kind beautiful nurse. My dress – oh yes – it’s the red one. It hooks at the back.”


It did. But as Rose unhooked it the stuff tore, gave way rather like tinder, and as she withdrew the skirt, fragments of frayed red fell all about her.


If this had been a fancy dress it was a very flimsy one. But also very thorough. For under the dress the clothes were as strange to Rose as the dress itself. The white clothes were of linen, heavier than anything Rose herself wore, and trimmed much less elaborately. And the stays – Rose fumbled in vain for the fastenings. Her fingers met a broad hard surface two inches wide at least – wood, it felt like – where the fastenings should have been. A little patience revealed the fact that the things fastened at the back, and had to be unlaced from end to end. The stockings were of white cotton, rather coarse, with open-work at the feet and a pink edging at the top.


Rose noticed all this with a growing sense of confusion.


“What a beautiful night-gown,” the stranger said, lying back on the pillow and looking at the lace ruffles on the sleeves. “How kind of you to lend me such a beautiful thing. It was laid by in the drawer for your wedding, is it not?”


“No,” said Rose hotly.


“Ah! I am sorry. You have no doubt more beautiful ones in your trousseau. I have in mine much fine work, my own sewing. All girls prepare for their wedding long before, is it not?”


“You mustn’t talk, you know,” said Rose; “let me put my arm round you. Now stand up and I’ll pull the sheepskin away and then you can get into bed.”


The girl stood up, and Rose, with one arm round her slender shape, dragged away the sheepskin. Something hard fell and rolled away under the chest of drawers.


“All right, get into bed. I’ll pick it up afterwards.”


Rose took away the lambskin, folded the girl’s garments, set them in a neat pile and laid the torn red dress over all.


“Now go to sleep,” she said. “Call me if you want anything. I shall be in the next room. Good night!”


“Good night,” said the girl in the bed, a little forlornly; “won’t you kiss me? I feel so lonely and lost. It’s all so different.”


She stopped – Rose kissed her and felt arms round her neck.


“There, there, it’s all right,” she said; “I’ll take care of you.”


She turned out the gas and went back into the laboratory where now the gas jets strove with the grey of dawn, wrapped herself in a shawl since the dawn was chill, and sat down in Anthony’s armchair to watch out what was left of the night. She was very tired, and she roused herself suddenly from a pleasant languor that was creeping towards sleep to wonder what it was that had rolled away on the floor; a brooch or a button, most likely. Anyhow she would go and see. It would stop her from going to sleep. She went, fumbling under the furniture among the grey shadows, and came out into the laboratory with something in her hand. A ring.


She took it to one of the gas jets, turned the light full on, and looked at her find. It was her ring, the ring that Anthony had given her. The ring with the beryl and the chrysoprases.


“How clumsy of me,” she thought; “what a good thing I heard it fall. I shouldn’t like to lose you,” she said, and kissed it. “Silly!” she said, and put it on.


As it slipped with less ease than usual on her finger, she heard herself called.


“Rose, Rose!” and hastened back to the bedside. The stranger caught at her hand.


“My ring,” she said; “I want my ring. Did you see it when I undressed? He laid it on my heart when – I forgot – I mean it was on my heart. I heard something fall – was that it?”


“It was my ring that fell; this one,” said Rose.


The small hands fingered it in its place, then pushed Rose’s hand to where a shaft of gaslight struck through the door and made a yellow bar on the bed. “But this is my ring” she said. “He gave it to me. You mistake, dear Rose, is it not?”


The quick “No!” was stopped on Rose’s lips by the agonised anxiety of the other’s voice. “Humour her in everything. She has delusions,” Anthony had said. So Rose just said, “I suppose I was mistaken,” took the ring off and put it on the finger which Eugenia held out.


“It’s so large for me,” said she, sighing contentedly; “he’s going to have it altered. Only we always forget.” Then she kissed the ring, as Rose had kissed it three minutes before. “It’s very silly, I know,” she said, sighing contentedly, and smiling up at Rose, “but you understand.”


“Oh!” said Rose suddenly.


“What is it?”


“Nothing,” Rose answered. “I’ve just remembered something. She walked to the washhand-stand. Her rings were there, as she had laid them when she poured out the water and scented it for Eugenia’s washing. And there was her engagement ring. She turned, with it in her hand, to see its counterpart on the other woman’s. She went back into the laboratory, trembling and faint, glad to sink into the chair, with her hands pressed against her heart that fluttered.


Another ring, exactly like hers. And “he” had given it to this woman? Who was “he”? The woman had said, “Where is he?” and Rose had thought she meant Anthony. Had she? Had Anthony given her the ring? If not, how came there to be two rings so alike as to deceive even her, who had worn one of them for more than three months? How had this woman come here? Could Anthony have told her anything but the truth? Impossible – and yet —


One sees well enough the endless ebb and flow of questions, doubts, surmises that broke across Rose’s heart in those hours of growing dawn. When it was, beyond all doubt, daylight with sunshine, and a sky of deepening blue, Rose made a careful toilet, bathed her eyes so that no one could have guessed that she had not only watched but wept, made her hair and dress neat, and resolutely sat down to read. She found “The Eyes of Light,” and did her best to lose herself in that gay and alluring work. But all the time she was saying to herself: “I will trust him. I will. I will. I will. I won’t ask a single question. Not even hint one. He couldn’t have lied to me. He couldn’t!”


And when he came at eight o’clock with coffee for her, she was brave enough to meet him with a smile. And his first words were, “Rose, I told you a lot of lies last night.”



XVIII



      The Truth





“Hush!” said Rose, proud to be able to speak quite calmly; “she’s asleep.”


“Shut the room door, then,” said Anthony; “I must speak to you.” Then when Rose had softly closed it, he said:


“Look here, I don’t know why I did it. I’ve been trying to find out most of the night. And I think it was mainly because I thought if I told you the truth last night it might frighten you. I was a bit unnerved myself. But if you’d like me to tell you the truth I will.”


“I think I should like the truth,” said Rose evenly.


In quite a few words he told it, from Bats’ discovery of the body to his triumphant resuscitation of it. And then he stopped.


“Is that all?” she asked.


“That’s all the facts,” he said, “but there are conjectures. It’s – there’s something about it I don’t understand. But I’ll tell you the rest, Rose. Only don’t misunderstand.”


“I won’t misunderstand,” she said quietly.


“But your coffee’s getting cold,” he said. “You had no supper last night. You’ve had no breakfast. I’m a brute.”


She poured out a cup of coldish coffee and drank it.


“Now,” she said. And still he hesitated. The recital, with Rose’s eyes upon him, seemed almost impossible.


“You understand,” he said at last; “she was very weak. She couldn’t have stood any shock. When she came to, she thought I was her lover. And I let her think so.”


“Did she kiss you?” Rose asked, in a low voice.


“Yes,” said Anthony.


“Did you kiss her?”


“Yes,” he repeated miserably. “It wasn’t possible to do anything else.” He spoke like a man on the rack. Rose gave the instrument another firm turn.


“Was it just when she revived, when she was confused? Or had she time to – to see your face and hear your voice?”


“Yes, plenty of time.”


“I see.”


“Rose, dear,” he said; “do have your breakfast. I made the toast for you myself.”


She laughed.


“How funny life is,” she said.


“But, Rose; you aren’t angry. It’s a delusion. And the moment she’s well enough I must explain it to her. But I daren’t till then.”


“And that’s why you’re telling me the truth now. You want me to stand by and see that girl treating you as if – and you behaving as if you loved her. What do you think I’m made of, Tony?”


“I thought you’d help me,” he said simply. “It’s not my fault that this has happened.” And to himself he said, “Well, whatever happens now, at least it’s not all choked up with lies.”


“What I don’t understand,” said Rose deliberately, “is how she ever got into that secret room. Someone must have brought her there. You are sure you know nothing of it? It wasn’t you brought her here?”


“I suppose I deserve that you should doubt me,” he said bitterly; “but I’ve told you the truth. I’ve never seen her before. But I’ve seen a portrait that is very like her. Oh, Rose, don’t look at me like that. My dear, splendid Rose, don’t! I’ve never seen you cry before.”


“You thought I couldn’t, I suppose,” she sobbed; “and you haven’t told me all the truth now. What about the ring?”


“What ring?”


“The ring she’s got. Exactly like mine. She said ‘he’ gave it to her. And she talked about weddings. Tony, for God’s sake tell me the truth. I believe I shall go mad if I can’t feel that you’re speaking the truth.”


“Before God,” he said gravely, “I am speaking nothing but the truth. I know nothing of any ring. But if there is another ring like that it only confirms what I am beginning to believe.”


He stood a moment looking gloomily at her. Then, in a sudden revulsion of pitying tenderness, he went to her and put his arm round her, and drew her head to his shoulder. “There, there, dear,” he said, “I want to tell you everything, but how can I if—? Don’t make everything so awful for me just now, just now when I want your help so much; when I can’t do without you.” It was the strongest appeal he could have made. And Rose answered to it “I – I’m rather tired,” she said, taking the comfort of his arm about her, and his shoulder against her face; “I’m sorry. I won’t be silly.” And for the second time in twelve hours she dried her eyes, put away her handkerchief very definitely, and smiled.


“Now,” she said, “I’m going to have my breakfast, and you must tell me everything that you haven’t told me. And don’t think I’m being horrid if I ask questions. You want me to know everything that you know, don’t you? Cold? Well, it is rather. Is that the saucepan? I’ll warm the coffee, and you must have some too.”


Thus determinedly did Rose drag into the scene those domestic details which so often qualify drama and blunt the edge of tragedy. She smiled again. And Anthony, in a spasm of gratitude, tried to return her smile.


“Now,” she said, when two cups of coffee steamed on the table between them; “I suppose you’ve got used to the idea. But I haven’t. I can’t believe somehow that she got into that cupboard, or whatever it was. I know you say so. And Billy and Wilton saw her there too. But it seems to me as if you must have been deceived. Isn’t there something they call collective hallucination? When a lot of people think they see a ghost or something, or when Indians throw a rope up into the air and it seems to stick fast and they climb up it and vanish and pull the rope up after them and they vanish too?”


Anthony shook his head. Rose munched flabby toast to show that she was now prepared to consider the subject from a common-sense standpoint.


“No,” he said. “I think it’s something much more interesting and unusual than that. To begin at the wrong end, because I feel you’re still worried about that though you’re pretending not to mind. Her taking me for her lover. I think her lover was with her when she died. And you know to restore her to life wasn’t just drugs. It was lots more – an enormous spiritual and mental effort – to recall her soul. Or however you like to put it: to make her live again. It took all there was in me, of mind and spirit, every ounce. When I revived that boy I told you of, he seemed extraordinarily attached to me. I didn’t think of that before. It makes things clearer, talking them over with you. He did seem very fond of me – is still. That confirms my theory. It seems to me the only explanation is that in that intense application of all one’s spiritual and mental force one somehow impresses oneself on the patient, who of course is quite helpless, with all the will-power in abeyance. It took a much greater effort to bring her back than it did for that boy. And I think that effort impressed my personality upon her so that when she became conscious she believed that I was her lover. It’s a lame theory, but it’s the only one I can formulate at present.”


To Rose the theory was infinitely comforting.


“But will it last?” she said. “You must tell her sometime, you know; when she’s stronger, I mean,” she hastened to add, lest he should think her unreasonable.


“Of course, the moment she is strong enough. But my theory is that this impressing of my personality on her would have been impossible but for her weakness, and that as she gains strength this delusion will fade, especially if she does not see me again.”


Rose’s heart leapt up.


“And what I want you to do is to keep her with you till she is quite strong, and then if the delusion’s gone, well and good. If not, I’ll dispel it by telling her the truth.”


“You’re very much in love with the truth this morning,” she said, but not bitterly. “Of course I’ll keep her, if she’ll stay. Well?”


“Now to go back to the beginning. How did she get there? Well, I gather from the condition of the secret room and the things I found there that the person who put her there, whoever it was, knew as much as I do about what I’ve called my great discovery. In fact, it’s plain that someone else discovered the secret of life before I did. I’m not sure that there haven’t been two discoverers. And I’ll tell you why in a minute. But first, I think my great-uncle Anthony had discovered it, because that lab at Drelincourt was his, and this room opening out of it had things that belong to this secret, heavy things like mirrors and so on, that couldn’t possibly have been brought in secretly since his time. He must have put them there, and he must have known what he was doing when he put them there. They were all arranged for the working of the – the treatment, the first stages of it, that is. The body of that woman was brought in somehow, by someone who knew of that room, and knew that it was fitted for the early stages of a certain treatment. Who that person was I don’t yet know, but we shall know, because he was the lover of that girl.”


“You said you didn’t know if she was young or old,” Rose interrupted “Only last night, when I was lying to you.”


“Sorry,” she said, and put her hand on his.


“Either she’ll recover her senses and tell us who she was, or he will come to look after her – unless – unless anything’s happened to him. If he’s alive he’ll come.”


“Well?”


“How he found out about the place; how he got her in, I can’t begin to make out. But he got her there and he began the treatment. Then he must have left her, intending to return, and not been able to return. Something must have happened. Perhaps a change of servants, one of them may have been abetting him. Perhaps my going to Drelincourt – but no, that wasn’t it.”


“Then if you – I mean if Bill hadn’t found her, she’d have been dead – I mean really hopelessly dead, like the dead people they bury, in a few days.” Her voice thrilled to the horror of it.


“No,” he said slowly. “You see, it’s like this. I’ll try to make it plain. My secret isn’t just bringing people to life. It’s much bigger than that. I’m almost afraid, now it’s come to the point, to tell even you. My secret’s the thing the old philosophers were after. It’s the Elixir of Life. Don’t begin to think I’m mad, because really I’m not. Did you give her the second medicine this morning?” he broke off to ask.


“Yes, at half-past seven, when she woke. She went to sleep again at once. Go on.”


“You can’t set a limit to the possibilities of science, mental or physical,” he went on. “You can’t estimate the strength or the nature of the forces that are all about us. There’s a hard core of scientific scepticism, and round it – wonders, and the belief in wonders. How do you know what strange actions and interactions follow, when once, ever so little, you pierce the thin veil that divides the material from the spiritual world? Of course I know it’s unusual in a Christian country and an enlightened age to believe in a spiritual world beyond the material one. Yet many have believed in it. Or rather in the not-to-be-separated two-in-one of the material and the spiritual. Rose, you believe in miracles. Well, miracles have been done, and are being done, by the people who see that there isn’t a hard and fast line between the body and the soul, the material and the spiritual; any more than there is between mineral and vegetable, vegetable and animal. There have been men in all ages who have claimed to be able to raise the dead.”


“Yes,” said Rose patiently, “go on.”


“Let me think a moment. It’s so difficult,” he said, with a sublime candour that kept her silent, “to remember that you don’t know anything about anything.”


It was difficult. It is difficult to realise that to others an idea, a thought is new, inconceivable even, when that idea has lived for long years in one’s heart and mind. All through Anthony’s school days, his days at college, in work and in play, always at the back of his mind had been this one thought: the Elixir of Life. To find that, to succeed in that search wherein so many had failed, to equal Paracelsus and Pythagoras and to excel them, to bring science to the aid of psychology, and to transmute science into what the ignorant call magic. To use “magic” (he never found a better word for the thing he used), to use magic and science side by side, above and below, acting and interacting, and so to achieve. There had been in him from the first that certainty of ultimate achievement without which no great scientific or psychic discoveries are made. No man who does not believe in himself and his work ever discovers anything worth the discovering. The explorer who faces all dangers to get beyond the mountain range that till now has been the limit of the known world, knows that he will succeed, or die. And if he die, in the effort, who shall say that he has failed, since Death does not end all? Anthony Drelincourt sat a moment in silence. Then he said:


“It’s like this. You can’t put eternal life into a body that’s subject to disease and to the wasting of the tissues and the other things that mean old age. Of course eternal life means eternal youth, or eternal prime, let us say.”


“Yes.” Rose felt as though she were in a very difficult dream.


“So,” he went on slowly, “before you can give the life, you have to destroy the tendencies, the liabilities to disease. You have to render the patient immune from all diseases. And you have to – how shall I put it – take from and add to the bodily tissues till they become something different and yet the same. It’s simpler perhaps to say, till they become immune from decay. Now these processes are difficult for this reason, that they cannot be performed on a living body. You follow?”


“I’m trying to understand,” said Rose humbly; “go on.”


“The life in the body, for some reason that I can’t quite make out, resists to a degree that makes quite half the process impossible. So that life has to be destroyed, and immediately on death the processes of purification begin; the processes which, in their result, defeat old age, disease, and death. I believe old Anthony knew all that I know, and the Anthony of the sixteenth century knew more of it. It was in that book you gave me, almost all that I had found out. It was a little different in some of the details, but practically the same. It was in cypher, you know. Bats worked it out. He got the clue from one of those Bacon cyphers he’s always at.”


“Yes, I know,” said Rose, impatient of Bats and his cyphers.


“And there was a little bit more in my uncle’s writing. That was a cypher too, and Bats got at it. And it was that that put me on the right track. I owe that to you, Rose,” he said, and stopped.


“Do you see,” he went on in a moment, “you can only – how can I put it – build life on the foundation of death. You can’t build a new life on the old life. Now the person who put that girl in the secret room, put her there because that room was a place he knew somehow of, ready and prepared for what he had to do. He took her there, and when she was dead—”


“Do you mean that he killed her?” said Rose, in a voice of horror.


“If you put it that way. The life went out. Then instantly he began the work, arrested the body’s decay, destroyed the potentialities of disease, treated the tissues so as to render their deterioration impossible. And then, something happened. I don’t know what. He could not get back to her, and she has been lying there, awaiting the last ministrations that should restore conscious life.”


“It sounds most awful,” said Rose; “suppose you hadn’t come.”


“That wouldn’t have mattered, so long as someone had come someday. Her body was not dead when we found it, in the ordinary sense of ‘dead.’ It was simply prepared for the new life, decay arrested, and the other ministrations completed. She could have stayed there for years. And,” he hesitated, “you know,” he said quickly, “I think she had been there for some time.”


“How long?”


“I don’t know. It might be a long time. Rose, the veil that covered her was thick with dust.”


“Her dress,” said Rose, in a very low voice, “fell to pieces when I took it off, Tony. I can’t help it; I don’t like it. It’s horrible.”


“The idea will be beautiful to you when you get accustomed to it,” he said; “it’s new to you now.


Think of the wonder of it, the—”


“Don’t!” she interrupted. “Have you told me everything now?”


“Not quite,” he said. “You know that my uncle was engaged to be married, and the girl disappeared?”


“Tony,” she almost screamed, if one can scream in a whisper, “you don’t mean she’s been dead all these years; that she’s that girl that disappeared. I can’t bear it; I can’t!”


“No, no,” he said soothingly; “of course not. She ran away from my uncle. I expect she was afraid of these things, as you are. Would you run away from me, Rose, because I’ve made the most wonderful discovery a man has ever made?”


He laid his hand on hers.


“What I think is this: that girl ran away. She married someone else, and this is her daughter. There’s a portrait of the girl who ran away. This girl is like it. The girl who ran away was working with him in his laboratory. She knew his secrets. She must have told her daughter, that girl we have here. And the girl must have told her lover. He must have known a good deal himself, by the way, or he couldn’t have used what she told him. He and she decided to take the chance of life without possibility of disease or death. They got in somehow, and then he went away and couldn’t get back. That’s what I think.”


“And the ring?” asked Rose.


“The beryl and the chrysoprase are part of the treatment,” he said. “You lay them on the patient’s heart at the very beginning.”


“She said he had put it on her heart,” said Rose, “but it’s exactly like mine.”


“You see,” said Drelincourt, “your ring most likely belonged to my uncle Anthony; it has his initials on it. The girl who ran away from him may have had its mate, and it would descend to her daughter. It seems to me it all fits on.” He looked at his watch. “Good heavens! why did you let me go on talking like this? She ought to have had food an hour ago. I’ll go and get something – beaten-up eggs, I should think; and you take it in to her, and we’ll clear out and you can take her over to your house. And, Rose, she’ll want clothes.” He was fumbling with his pocket-book.


“I can’t!” said Rose.


“But of course,” said Anthony obtusely, and he dragged out some bank notes, “I can’t let you pay for her. Here – if you want any more—”


“I mean I can’t do it,” said Rose. “I daresay it all seems beautiful and natural to you, but to me – oh, thank God you didn’t tell me last night. I couldn’t have stayed with her. Tony, I’d die for you, gladly. But I can’t do this. I can say I will, but I know I couldn’t stand to it if I did. I can’t have a dead woman to live with me, not even for you. She put her arms round my neck last night.”


She spoke in extreme agitation.


“But, Rose,” he said, “you’re too sensible.”


“I’m not sensible; I’m not, I’m not,” she said, a little wildly. “You must get someone else – the dust of years – and that horrible red dress. What was the name of the girl who ran away?”


“Eugenia,” he said.


“That’s her name too! A horrible name. It’s like death, somehow.”


“You’re talking nonsense,” he said sharply. “Come, Rose, this isn’t like you. My Rose that’s so brave and clever and good.”


“Don’t!” she said; “that sort of thing’s no use. Have you told Bats all this?”


“I’ve told no one but you,” he said reproachfully; “and you’re going to fail me.”


“Tony, Tony,” she said in an agony, “I don’t want to fail you. I’d do it if I could. But I can’t. It’s stronger than I am. I daren’t!”


“At least,” he said coldly, “you’ll carry the girl’s breakfast into her. She’s alive enough to need that.” Rose hung balanced between terror and returning self-control.


“Yes,” she said, “I’ll go and get it. No, you shan’t go. I won’t stay here alone.”


He shrugged his shoulders and she went But in the yard, in the sunshine, she turned on herself and hated herself for a shifty fool.


“He has trusted you completely,” she said. “You wanted him to lean on you; he is leaning on you. And you give way.”


Bats, anxious-eyed and elaborately cheerful, met her at the door.


“Anthony’s told me everything,” she said; “more than he’s told you, much more,” and could have laughed as she said it at the pitiful jealous pride that spoke in her words, “and I’ve come for her breakfast. Beaten-up eggs, he said.”


“Wilton said they’d be needed,” said Bats. “I’ve got them. And milk.”


Beating up eggs was somehow incredibly soothing; the presence of Bats was soothing; his talk too. Wilton, when he appeared, calm and friendly, was soothing also. Rose began to feel as one supposes a horse may when, having shied at some unspeakable horror, he is led close to it and perceives the unspeakable to be, in the concrete, a wheel-barrow or a post painted white. “I have been a fool,” she said, watching Bats complete the egg-beating. And when he said, “Half of this is for you,” she took it meekly.


Bats carried the tray across the yard.


“I wish,” she said, “you’d come in. Tony’s told me how you found her, and all that. And it’s upset me a little. I suppose it’s silly. He wants me to keep her at the little house for a bit till she gets better. And somehow, oh, Billy, it’s awful to be a fool – I told him I simply couldn’t.”


“I should think not indeed,” said Bats.


“I feel hateful,” said Rose; “but I can’t explain it. Only I know if I kept her I couldn’t go on with it. There would come a time, tonight most likely, when I should rush out and leave her. Oh, say what you think. You can’t despise me more than I despise myself.”


Bats did not say what he thought. Instead he said:


“Of course I’ll come up. Anthony’s always in the clouds. We must think out some practical scheme. Of course she must go back to her friends.”


The idea that the stranger had friends was in itself vaguely comforting to Rose.


“And Wilton must see her presently,” said Bats; “see if she’s fit to be moved, and all that. Now look here, Rose, don’t you worry. Because Wilton and I are here, and,” he added with a not too obvious afterthought, “and Anthony. You’ve not got it all on your shoulders, you know.”


“I know I always think I’m so necessary and important,” said Rose humbly, “but Anthony, does seem to want me.”


Again Bats did not say what he thought. They went up the stairs together.


Rose entered the little bedroom with much the feelings one might have who explored a mausoleum alone at midnight. Yet, when her eyes fell on the quiet face of the stranger, she experienced again and more strongly the feelings of the horse who has unreasonably shied.


She laid her hand on the shoulder of the sleeper, warm and slenderly rounded under the thin nightdress, and said, smiling with a conscious effort into the awakening eyes, “I’ve brought your breakfast. Do you feel better?”


“I feel quite well, quite,” Eugenia said; “how kind you are.”


She sat up and threw back her hair which had loosened itself from the plait Rose had woven last night. She took the proffered glass and drained it. Then, “Where is he?” she asked.


“He is not far off,” was all Rose found to say.


“I must see him, you know,” she said, “as soon as I am dressed. I have important business to talk with him.”


The poor little pretence was transparent to Rose, who knew her strange delusion.


“I will tell him,” she said. “But your dress is torn. I must get you one of mine.”


“Your dress will not fit me,” said Eugenia, smiling.


“You are great like a queen. I am small like—”


“Like a fairy,” said Rose kindly, and again smile answered smile. Poor little thing! How could she have been so heartless, so imbecile? Rose asked herself. This girl before her was no deathly terror to run from, shrieking, but a living, breathing, friendly fellow-creature to be helped and – yes, she was stroking the little hand now – to be petted.


“I have a loose gown,” she said; “we can draw it up at the neck. It will trail a little, but that’s graceful. I’ll go and fetch it.”


“You won’t be long?” Eugenia asked. “Oh, I am so glad to have a friend like you.”


Rose passed softly through the laboratory, only answering Anthony’s enquiring look with a whispered, “I’m going to get her a dress. She’s asking for you. You’ll have to see her.”


She felt very brave and very trusting as she said it. Somehow she must pay for this morning’s folly and cowardice. Anthony should see that she trusted him.


The dark blue dress, embroidered in pale cornflowers and their grey-green leaves, became Eugenia’s dark beauty as a frame becomes a picture. When she was dressed, the dark hair banded neatly, Rose left her a moment and came into the laboratory. Bats was looking out of the far window.


“You must see her now,” she said to Anthony; “I’ll bring her in.”


“Rose,” Anthony caught her hand. “I see I was asking too much. It’s all right, dear. I’ll wire to Lady Blair. She’ll be able to see to things. She’s the only woman friend I have, except you.”


If anything had been wanting, this was it.


“Nonsense!” Rose said briskly. “Of course I’ll do everything. I was out of my mind just now, I think. I was tired and—”


“You’re an angel,” he said. And she crossed to Bats.


“Wait for me outside,” she said. “She wants to talk to Anthony. She thinks she has ‘business’ to transact with him. It’s a delusion, of course, but it’s got to be humoured.”


Bats went, Rose hesitated a moment. She longed to tell her lover she “trusted him entirely,” but she refrained. She would not detract from the price she was paying for her suspicions and cowardice.


“I’ll bring her in,” she told him, instead.


And Anthony Drelincourt had the experience, not easily forgotten, of seeing those two women come through the door and towards him, with their arms round each other.


“There,” said Rose, placing Eugenia in a chair. “All right? Good. Sit down, Anthony. Telephone if you want anything, won’t you?”


With that she left them. It was perhaps the proudest moment of her life.


As soon as the sound of Rose’s feet had died away on the stair, Eugenia rose.


Anthony, whose emotions defy analysis, sat still in his chair. She moved towards him, a little feebly, a little uncertainly, and still he sat like a statue. With a little rush her transit ended. She was on her knees by him, her arms round his neck. And again the world was stars and roses, meteors and thorns. It was not pleasure that thrilled him, rather the faintness of a mortal agony. But his arms enfolded her.



    ~



“It was silly of me to be frightened,” said Rose to Bats, “but I can do it all right. I don’t know what made me so silly. She’s a dear, isn’t she?” said Rose, feeling herself a heroine.


“If you have her at your house, I shall be at the laboratory all day and all night,” said Bats. “I can get across in half a minute, or less.”


There was something to lean on here. Rose felt it. And Bats had meant her to feel it. She made little plans for taking care of Eugenia, keeping her happy and amused till her friends could be found, laughing, talking, almost reassured.


But there had been, it seemed later, no need for reassurance.


“My idea was right,” Anthony told Rose later; “she is the daughter of the Eugenia who ran away. No, she can’t remember any details about how she got there. She thinks she’ll remember if she goes to Drelincourt. I’m going on at once to prepare Lady Blair. I can’t tell her the truth, Rose. I hate lying, but it’s impossible. If I told her the truth, she’d never believe it. I shall say we found Eugenia in a hospital, and I’m bringing her home because she’s a relation.”


“Whatever you like,” said Rose, hating the familiar “Eugenia,” of which he seemed unconscious.


“Will you and Bats bring her on by the five o’clock train?” Anthony went on. “And here’s that money. Buy her clothes. And boxes, you know, to put them in.”


“You can’t buy clothes like that, to fit,” said Rose. “Don’t you remember what you told me about men’s clothes?”


“Oh! Lady Blair’s maid can make them smaller,” said Anthony, with the memory of a slender shape in his arms; “do the best you can, Rose. I’ll never forget what you’ve been to me in all this – never.”


“I am not likely to forget either,” said Rose to herself. To him she said: “The seven o’clock train. The five’s impossible. And even so, I shall have to leave her alone nearly all day.”


“Wilton will be here and Bats and your char. And she’ll sleep most of the time,” said Anthony. “Get everything she’s likely to want. Everything. Is that enough?”


She counted the notes he had given her.


“I should think so,” she said drily. He had given her notes for three hundred pounds.


“I shouldn’t have thought it safe to carry so much money about,” she said.


“I never feel it’s safe to have less,” he answered; “you never know what may happen.”


“No,” said Rose, “you never do, do you?”



XIX



      Eugenia





There is a pleasure in spending money, even if you are spending it on someone else’s trousseau. Rose enjoyed herself, entered thoroughly into the work in which she had engaged, and looked back with scorn at the hysterical girl who had met her lover’s claim on her help with, “I can’t do it!” Careful measurements enabled her to buy clothes that would, more or less accurately, fit the other girl. Even hats – the head once measured and the face kept well in mind – were not impossible. For shoes, she took with her one of those Eugenia had worn, a slender satin thing with a sandal of perished elastic cord. She bought everything that a girl could need, from silk stockings to silver-backed brushes, and back again from tortoise-shell combs to scarlet slippers. It was a beautiful trousseau. Rose had a taxi-cab and kept it waiting and collected things in it. At the last shop she deposited the collection, whirled away and bought the trunks and bags, at the same shop where Anthony’s had been bought, whirled back with them to the last shop where everything was waiting, had everything packed, save the walking dress, hat, gloves, shoes, that Eugenia was to wear, and then gave the word that should cause her to be whirled to Malacca Wharf. As the taxi slid down St. Martin’s Lane, a sudden impulse made her stop it at the shop of Mr. Abrahamson. He had written to her, only two days before, that he had more books with the same bookplate. She might buy them for Anthony; with his own money. He wouldn’t mind. He ought to be pleased.


The old man came from the remote recesses of piled books as she darkened the door.


“You come to see the books,” he said; “yes?”


“Yes; thank you for writing.”


He laid the books on the counter, a half-dozen or so of dusty volumes in worn brown calf.


“See,” he said, fluttering the leaves of the topmost one, “the bookplate and the name in all.”


“Where did you get them?” Rose asked.


“From a person of no account. Where he obtained them I shall know later.”


“And how much?” said Rose.


“They are not for sale,” Mr. Abrahamson told her, and quickly, to meet her fallen face; “if Miss Royal will accept them, it is old Abrahamson’s marriage gift to Miss Royal.”


“Oh! but I can’t,” she said; “I mean it’s too kind of you; but—”


“You will not deny an old man who has now left so few pleasures; ah! so few, so few!” He spread a sheet of brown paper and began to arrange the books on it. “The enchanted chariot waits again,” he said. “You will take them?”


“I don’t feel it’s fair.”


“Not fair to grant me this little pleasure! Your betrothed, he paid me that hundred pounds, you know.”


“Did he?” said Rose, relieved by the news from a sense of obligation which she did not like. “Of course I told him when I promised about the book. If it should bring him money; but I didn’t know—”


“He told me it had enabled him to make a priceless discovery. Priceless,” he repeated meditatively.


“Yes,” she said, “oh yes. And I don’t know how to thank you.”


“And you are happy?” the old bookseller asked, looking at her across the little heap of volumes. “And he is happy? His discovery has brought him joy; not?”


“I – yes – I think so.”


“And all is well – none of the nonsense I saw in the crystal?”


Rose remembered what he had seen – a dead woman.


“Part of it has come true,” she said slowly, and shivered. “But what I saw, hasn’t.”


“You are sure? Yes? Ah! it will come.” There must be in life what you saw in the crystal. It was I who saw amiss. Things that could not be, that should not be.”


“I wish,” said Rose abruptly, “you’d just tell me one thing. Did what you saw in the crystal end happily? Did everything come right?”


“I saw all wrong,” he said, tying the string of the parcel. “I saw the impossible, the not to be believed. I saw death cheated by the wit of man. And no man’s wit can juggle with death and life, Miss Royal. Think of it no more. You love and you are beloved, and this is your marriage gift from the old man who knew that love was on the way to you. No, no; I myself will place the so worthless offering in the enchanted chariot of the Princess.”


He carried the parcel out, and Rose, at the door of the taxi as he turned from placing the books within, gave him her hand, and on a quick impulse, both hands. A lingering errand boy with a basket was much intrigued by the little group, the dusty old man in his worn black, the brilliant young lady in the blue muslin and the hat of flowers.


“The God of my fathers protect you,” he said. She gave him that smile of hers; it was all she could give him, and at that moment it cost her much.


“Poor child,” he said to himself, as he turned back to his wilderness of books; “poor child, poor child! Yet the end is peace.”



    ~



Rose, whirling once more in the enchanted chariot, was the battlefield of what used to be called “a thousand conflicting emotions.” Strongest, perhaps, was the sense that she had not, after all, been weak. She had been able to respond to her lover’s claims on her. She was doing what he wished her to do. And so the taxi whirled on to Malacca Wharf.


Eugenia, still in the blue gown, was seated in Anthony’s chair, holding, it seemed, a little court. Bats and Wilton were on each side. Rose was aware of a new quality in the picture before it broke up at her entrance. The two men came forward to take the parcels she carried.


“Take them all into the next room,” she said briskly. “Come, Eugenia, you must change your dress at once. The taxi’s waiting outside. There’s none too much time.” And Eugenia came obediently.


It was rather annoying, after all the trouble Rose had taken, that Eugenia did not like her dress, and found the shoes clumsy. But the silk stockings she liked, and the white cloth coat and the mushroom hat and the scarf of dark blue chiffon.


Rose caught Eugenia’s eyes in the glass; they met her own with a troubled wistful expression.


“What is it?” she asked a little impatiently; “aren’t the gloves the right size? What is it?”


“You are sure,” Eugenia said, “that it is so that ladies dress? You would not buy me clothes except such as ladies wear?”


“Of course not,” said Rose. “I’ve bought you absolutely the best things money can buy.”


“Whose money?”


“His money.” Rose wished she could have given any other answer. “I’ve bought you two trunks full of the nicest things I could find.”


“Ah, that is so kind,” said the other, “but you know I have a beautiful trousseau of my own. It needed not to buy so many.”


“But if you do not know where your trousseau is?” Rose could not help saying.


A troubled look clouded the dark eyes. “But I do know,” she began. “No, I mean you know best. Thank you, dear Rose, for all the trouble you take, for all your kindness. I am ready now. We go?”


Anthony met them at the journey’s end. Wilton and Bats were on each side of Eugenia, and he got a word with Rose.


“Lady Blair was awfully upset,” he told her. “She’s gone to bed. Esther and Linda, I had to tell all of them then, of course, they’re frightfully interested. Best get Eugenia to bed as quickly as you can. I hope to God bringing her to Drelincourt’s the right thing. It seemed so this morning. But now I don’t know.”


He looked harassed and old.


“I’ve got some books for you,” Rose said, rather than say nothing; “old books that belonged to your uncle. Mr. Abrahamson got them for me for a wedding present. Wasn’t it sweet of him?”


“Do you know,” said Anthony, who had only heard her first words, “I sometimes wish I had never seen a book, never learned to read. Yes, I brought the big motor. Keep her warm; these evenings are chilly.”


“I got the clothes for her,” said Rose.


“Oh!” he said; “were they what she wanted?”


That was Rose’s reward for the long, well-organised, well-executed shopping.


“She’s not seen them all yet,” she answered, and with that they reached the motor.


“Another little train,” said Eugenia.



    ~



Sounds of laughter and talk came from the open window of the billiards-room and struck on Rose’s ears with a curiously desolating sensation. She had been through these pains and terrors, and these, her friends, had been merry and jolly all the time. She did not know what sort of welcome she had expected at Drelincourt, but not this. She felt as children feel who are sent to bed in disgrace and hear “the others” laughing and talking just as though nothing had happened.


They went up the steps, and Wilkes met them at the door.


“You’ll come straight to bed,” said Rose, taking the hand of the little white-coated figure, and drawing it through her arm; “this way.”


She led Eugenia to the stairs, too full of the desire to play perfectly the part of Anthony’s guardian angel to pause even to put the commonplace question, “Which room?” If she thought about it at all, she supposed that she would, find a maid waiting on the soft-carpeted corridor. But no maid was there. Rose turned to the right, intending to go to her own room and ring. Her door was the fifth in the corridor. But Eugenia stopped suddenly at the third door and turned the handle. It was locked.


“Not there,” said Rose; come to my room. Then we’ll ring and find out where your room is.”


“This is my room,” said Eugenia, resisting the gentle pressure of Rose’s arm.


“No, no,” said Rose. “Come, it isn’t far.” And Eugenia’s resistance yielded.


The maid who ought to have been waiting came in answer to Rose’s ringing. The room prepared for Eugenia was next to Rose’s; a wardrobe had been moved, and a door was revealed connecting the two rooms, and beyond Rose’s room was a sitting-room in which a table was whitely spread. Supper appeared here, appeared before Eugenia had even removed her hat and coat. The two girls ate together at the table by the window.


Rose watched Eugenia eat chicken and sip champagne, and wondered how she could have been silly enough to shrink from this gentle charming little person, who ate and drank heartily as a child and daintily as a bird.


Supper over, she leaned across the corner of the table and took Rose’s hand caressingly.


“I feel I shall love you very much,” she said; “you are so brave and strong and beautiful. And so kind, so very kind. But I feel that you cannot love me because I am forbidden to speak. He has told me that I must say nothing that is real. And I do not know how to speak; I am stifled with all this mystery.”


“You have been ill,” said Rose, pressing her hand; “everything will seem quite different when you are well again.”


“That is what they say when people are – what is it? insane, is it not?” Eugenia spoke with a sudden terror in her eyes. “You don’t mean I’m that?”


“No, no,” Rose reassured; “only you are tired with your illness, and of course everything seems different.”


“Yes,” said Eugenia, looking around her, “everything is different. This room is different.”


“The doctor said you were not to talk too much.”


“Ah, that you all say,” said Eugenia, with a movement half-petulant, half-despairing. “Well, I talk no more. I go to my bed, sweet Rose. And tomorrow I must talk with Mr. Drelincourt, and tell him that I am not ill, and that I cannot live in silence. I choke in it. I stifle. I want to tell you everything, dear Rose. May I not tell you?”


Rose had many weaknesses, but in this moment she yielded to none of them.


“No,” she said very decidedly. “Of course I’d love to hear anything you’d care to tell me, but not if it’s bad for you. The doctor said, don’t talk. And you mustn’t talk. Come, I’ll help you to bed.”


Rose joined the party below. They were full of polite questions for a few moments; but soon it was plain to Rose that their interest in her journey, and in the newly discovered relative, was only a matter of politeness, mingled with curiosity. When they found that she had nothing to add to the story Anthony had already told them, their interest flagged. Lord Alfriston was still of the house-party. Could it be only the day before yesterday that he had covered his request that he might be asked to stay by a quotation about a Mr. Whitehead? It seemed impossible that one could have lived in so little time, so much. He and Esther and Linda and Mullinger seemed in this little time to have, on their part, also lived much. They seemed to have cemented themselves into a quartette which Rose could only contemplate from the outside. Mr. St. Maur had gone; Lady Blair was invisible; Anthony was deep in talk with Bats and Wilton. The three had given her but the briefest greeting when she entered the drawing-room. And now the quartette, having done its duty by her, fell back on allusions to little things that had happened after her going away. She was “out of it.” So quickly, so completely, one dropped out. She left the group of four and went to the window and looked forth. The moonlight was casting black shadows of the vases on the terrace. Beyond it, poplars stood tall and sentimental.


Somewhere to the right a late nightingale sang fitfully. The voices behind her sounded detached, far away, like the voices you hear in the garden of an hotel where you know nobody.


“No one really wants me,” she told herself; “not even Anthony.” And as she said it, a voice behind her said:


“You’re very tired. Why don’t you go to bed?”


It was Bats, of course. Anthony and the doctor were still in earnest talk at the window farthest from that where Rose stood.


“I’m choking; I’m stifling,” said Rose suddenly. “I wish nothing ever happened. Oh, how different everything was before Anthony got his money. What’s all this mystery? What’s – No, I don’t mean to worry. Only everything is detestable. What’s going to become of her?” she said. But at the back of her mind the question was, “What is going to become of me?”


She stretched out her arms towards the night and breathed deeply, as though indeed she felt stifled.


“I hate all mysteries,” she said; “and I hate you, Billy, for catching me with my guard off! You’re always doing it. Go away. Send Anthony to me. It’s a dignified position, isn’t it?” she said, laughing drearily “to have to send for him? Oh, go away! You make me say things I hate myself for saying.”


She turned her face from him and looked steadily out into the moonlight. When next she turned her face it was to look into Anthony’s.


“I couldn’t come before,” he said; “I was trying to make the doctor understand.”


“She says,” Rose told him, disdaining to accept or reply to his excuse, “that she must see you. That she wants me to love her and that I cannot while she is forbidden to talk freely to me. Don’t you think it’s rather silly to limit her in this way? Why not let everything go on naturally? I should have thought talk would be a relief.”


“One doesn’t know what to do or think,” said Anthony wearily; “but I thought I’d better not talk to her again, by ourselves, I mean. I thought you wouldn’t like it. And I did think it best for her not to talk. Good Heavens, Rose!” he said, with sudden heat, “don’t you see that she’ll go and tell everyone that I’m engaged to her? And it doesn’t seem fair to her to go warning everybody that they mustn’t believe a word she says.”


“The mistake was bringing her here,” said Rose. “If I’d only not been a coward! It’s simply insane to pitchfork that poor girl and her delusions into the middle of a lot of strangers. I ought to have kept her at Malacca.”


“It’s no use crying over spilt milk,” he said; “she’s here. And we must make the best of it. By the way, did anything happen – before I came, I mean? Because when I arrived Lady Blair had gone to bed with a headache. She got up on purpose to see me.”


“I don’t know what happened,” said Rose. “I wasn’t here, you know. I was with her – and you,” she added more graciously.


“Of course you were. I must ask the others.”


“Then good night,” said she; “the others are just a little bit too much for me tonight. I’m tired, Tony.” She gave the words a note of appeal.


“Of course you are, my brave, clever, sensible Rose,” he said remorsefully. “It’s my fault. But if you knew—”


“Oh, I know,” she said, made herself smile at him, and went.


He crossed to Esther and put his question about Lady Blair.


“I don’t know,” she said; “she seemed depressed all day. And the evening before, too. I think she was annoyed about the straw.”


“The straw?”


“Where you’d been packing, you know. And it hadn’t been cleared up. She let one of the footmen have it about leaving the room in such a state. I suppose things like that do upset you when you’re old and when you’ve always had footmen to do every little thing. But, Anthony, do tell me about this new relation you’ve discovered.”


He told his careful, guarded little lies.


“What a rum world it is, though,” was her comment. “Fancy going to see an interesting case and then it turns out to be your own flesh and blood! I hope she’s all right again now?”


“It was a curious sort of seizure,” said Anthony; “she has not quite recovered her memory. Treat her like a child who’s forbidden to tell a secret, will you? I’m afraid if she taxes her brain by trying to recall things—”



    ~



Rose, deep in one of those dreams wherein Anthony looked as he had looked in the crystal, and spoke as he had never in this world spoken, and kissed her as one kisses the goddess who benignly stoops with unhoped-for respondings, woke to feel lips still on hers, a butterfly touch, instantly withdrawn; Eugenia’s touch.


“I couldn’t help it,” she said, “you looked so pretty asleep.”


Rose rubbed her eyes. “And you,” she said, “how pretty you are. What a pretty dress. Where did you get it?”


“It was in the room beside mine,” she said. “It is a little dressy for morning, but it is mine and it fits me. I could not find any of the others.”


It was a blue silk dress, very full in the skirt, very pointed as to the bodice, with trimmings of black and white, and a collar of white lace. It fitted Eugenia as though it had been made for her.


“It is a French chest of drawers,” she explained. “The lowest drawer is not with a lock. It appears part of the case. The other drawers are locked. The dress is new; still in its silver paper. I have never worn it. But it was not well packed.”


She smoothed its creases carefully.


“It was in your room?”


“Yes. Next to where I slept. The door was bolted, and they had set a wardrobe over it. But the maid who called me moved it. And I helped. You see now how I am strong.”


Rose dressed with the miserable certainty that Eugenia’s brain had been touched by the strange happenings that had befallen her. She must tell Anthony. It was not safe. The girl ought to be in an asylum. Her heart welcomed the thought while repelling it.


She was late for breakfast. Only Esther was there. The others were out on the terrace. As Esther poured the tea Rose slid to the window and looked out. She could see a glint of blue, surrounded. A glint of pink, solitary. Linda in the pink and white gown – how fresh she had kept it – was leaning on the balustrade alone. All the men were surrounding the blue silk with the black and white trimmings.


“Your new friend has a way with her,” said Esther, handing tea.


“Yes,” said Rose at the side-board, hesitating in a choice of foods for which she had no desire; “isn’t she beautiful?”


“They all seem to think so,” said Miss Raven. “And so do I,” she added hastily. “But she’s very helpless. She couldn’t do anything for herself at brekker. Her bread had to be buttered for her, and her marmalade put on her plate, and her peach peeled. She makes me think of the ladies who were toasts, don’t you know —




      ‘That regal indolent air she had,




      So confident of her charm.’”





“Does Lord Alfriston admire her too?” Rose asked, coming back with something she could not have named on a plate.


“It looks like it,” said Esther. “But it looks like it With all of them; even with Saint Anthony, which is absurd. Q.E.D.”


Rose wondered why she had only just begun to notice that Esther was a little vulgar. Esther thought it strange that she had never before perceived Rose to be malicious.


There was a silence. Then —


“She treats the place as if it belonged to her,” Esther said, “and the people too,” she added.


“She’s an invalid, you know,” Rose made herself say, and tried to feel loyal; “they’re always privileged.”


Esther had put her elbows on the table and her chin in her hands.


“Things never stay as you want them,” she said. “It was all so jolly, and a new person does change things so, don’t you think? If I had my way I’d never make another new acquaintance. They upset things so.”


“I didn’t find Lord Alfriston upsetting; did you?” Rose asked.


“No; but then he’s just as if he’d always been one of the Septet, much more than Tony ever was,” said Esther.


And this time it was she who thought Rose vulgar, and Rose who thought her malicious. And another silence fell.


Rose was surprised to find Esther’s hand in hers; Esther’s face averted.


“Rose,” she said, “do help me. Do keep her away if you can. I’ve never been so happy in my life as I’ve been here. You’re all right. Everything’s printed and bound and indexed for you. But my life’s in manuscript, and she’ll go through it with a red pencil. Yes, I know it’s not like me, Rose. But I’m afraid of her. I wish she hadn’t come.”


“She’s had,” said Rose, consciously tactful, “a long illness. I expect she’s frightfully glad to get out and talk to anyone. You know, the bird-out-of-a-cage feeling.”


“And why does she wear fancy dress in the morning?”. Esther asked. “It isn’t fair. Besides being silly. And look at Linda, completely out of it. And only yesterday she was—”


“Don’t be a goose,” said Rose, and went out to join the others.


Eugenia in the blue silk looked as out of place in the group of men as a tropical bird in a pigeon-loft. She smiled to greet Rose, but Rose saw behind the smile a tired anxiety.


“Ah!” she said, catching at Rose’s hand. “Now my old friend you are here, I must leave my new friends. We have so much to say, so much to arrange, is it not?”


And she led Rose towards the house. The moment they were out of earshot of the group she turned feverishly to Rose. “You come to deliver me from a dream. I understand nothing. I cannot bear it. You must find him. Tell him I must speak with him. I cannot live so – in a dream that I do not understand. Come, this way,” she said, dragging Rose towards the library. “In the little room here we can talk with no interruptions.” She went quickly to the Empire room.


“You explored this morning then?” Rose said for something to say while she was thinking what to do.


But Eugenia took no notice. She loosed Rose’s hand when the room was reached, and said:


“Go now. Tell him to come now. I cannot understand, and I cannot bear it. Yesterday should have been my wedding day. This I tell you, because I would not have you think me unreasonable. I wait for him here.”


“And you must go,” Rose told Tony two minutes later, when she had overtaken him with Bats walking silently in the rose-garden; “it’s no use. She says you told her not to talk. And that she doesn’t understand anything and she can’t bear it.”


“You know what I told you,” said Anthony, as Bats fell behind to smell the roses; “she thinks—”


“I know,” said Rose; “you’ll have to tell her.”


“You send me? You tell me to go to her? Rose, it would be better if I went away.”


“Nonsense!” said Rose briskly; “don’t be a coward. It’s got to be faced.”


Anthony could find no words to explain to Rose what he knew and she did not know – what it was that had to be faced.


“All right,” he said lamely, “I suppose I’d better get it over.”


“Much better,” said Rose encouragingly, and went to join Mr. Bats among the roses.



XX



      Fifty Years Ago





The sun shone full on the window where Eugenia stood waiting. The blue silk spread round her like a full blue rose. She made no move to meet Anthony, only her eyes were on him as he closed the door and came across the room to her. When he reached her she smiled and said, “At last.”


“You wanted to see me,” he said stupidly.


“And you; did not you wish to see me?” she asked, as with perfect knowledge of the answer, “Of course I did,” he said.


“Only that?” she said. “Only so?” and challenged him with her pretty eyes.


He could find no weapons save words to meet her challenge. So he said very awkwardly: “I mustn’t. It wouldn’t be fair. There are things I must tell you.”


“I forgive them all,” she said. “You need not tell me. I know you could do nothing I should not forgive.”


“I wanted to wait till you were quite strong,” he said, “but—”


“I am strong. It is as you told me. A little weakness after the sleep, such as the butterfly has when first it is born, then the lightness and the confidence of a perfect creature forever.”


“I did not tell you that,” he said.


“You have lost your memory while I slept,” she said, “but I will bring it back. It will come back after— Anthony, can’t you send all those people away, so that I may do for you what you did for me?”


“I have done nothing for you,” he said, “except to awaken you. And you can do nothing for me.”


She trembled and turned pale.


“What is it?” she whispered. “Anthony, I am afraid. You are changed. You do not love me now? Has the great change made me so that you do not love me? No, no, no. It is not possible. Say that you love me, dear. I am afraid. Say it. You do love me still?”


“I mustn’t say so,” was as near as he could go to the plump negative to whose utterance he tried to nerve himself. “I don’t know how to tell you – don’t – oh, my God – I can’t tell you!”


She had come to him, put arms about his neck, laid her cheek to his. “Dearest,” she said, “it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters except our love. Have you lost all your money? Is it that? Do you think I care? Don’t be afraid to tell your Eugenia who loves you.”


“You don’t love me,” he said. And it sounded almost like the jesting lie of a lover. “Listen,” he went on, “sit down here on the window seat and let me hold your hands. So. Now tell me, how long is it since you were put to sleep?”


“Two days, no, three,” she answered. “I thought that. But you say it was longer.”


“Much longer. And I am not the man who put you to sleep.”


“But Anthony—”


“Listen,” he said, and expounded as calmly as he could that theory of his about his personality being impressed on her mind in the moment of her awakening.


“But that’s nonsense, dear,” she said gently; “you are you and I am I, as we always were. I do not understand what it is that you want me to believe. Or why. We both know the truth. Why try to make me believe lies?”


Her soft eyes caressed him; her hands fluttered in his hands like doves. It was harder than he had thought it would be. Yet he had known it would be hard. He looked at her, and her eyes filled with tears as they met the passionate sad tenderness of his.


“What is it?” she breathed; “my love, my love! What is it?”


He was no nearer making her understand that he was not her love. “See,” he said, with a sudden inspiration; “let us suppose that I have forgotten everything – that I do not remember you – only since you awakened. Will you tell me, as if I did not know, who you are, and who I am? And about the sleep?”


“But yes,” she said; “I see now. You said there were risks, but I did not understand it was for you or I would never – My poor Anthony. You have forgotten all? Everything?”


“Yes,” he said. “Who am I? Who are you?”


“You are Anthony Drelincourt,” she said patiently, as one humouring a child, “and I am your sweetheart Eugenia Delmar. You found out the secret of the lasting life, and we shut ourselves up in the little vault.”


“When?” he asked eagerly.


“The day before our wedding. You remember. We wished to make sure that we should never part. You arranged the altar and the lambskin and gave me the drug and you kissed me and I surrendered my will to yours. Oh, Anthony! You told me it would not hurt. It hurt like death. But you were there, holding my hand, and I did not call out, did I? I was brave, yes? And then you kissed me through the beginnings of a dream, and then I slept till you woke me in a strange place and told me that I had been asleep longer than the three hours that were to have seen the new life made. How long had I been asleep?”


“I don’t know,” he said. “I mean what day was it?”


“The twenty-first of June, of course,” she said wonderingly.


“And the year?”


“Why, this year, of course.”


“What year is this?”


“You forget even that? My poor boy! But I will take care of you. It is the year eighteen hundred and sixty-six,” she explained gently.


“In the year eighteen hundred and sixty-six you were put to sleep?”


“Yes, dear, yes. Don’t agitate yourself.”


“You have slept a long time,” he said difficultly. “I am afraid to tell you how long.”


“Days?”


“More than days. More than weeks.”


“But it is summer still,” she said, touching the rose at her breast.


“More than months. Eugenia, it’s possible, but I can’t believe it. Tell me more. Who was in the house when you were put to sleep?”


“Your brother Bartholomew and your mother. She was sitting in the library. And Cecily Drelincourt, your cousin, you know, that was to have been our bridesmaid.”


“All that,” he said, “I knew. I might have transferred my thought to you. Tell me more.”


“I knew your secret; how the floor was raised to barricade the door. And I know all the ways of the house and the garden. Blindfold me and I will show you that I know. Or send for your brother or Cecily. They will persuade you. It is terrible to have forgotten, but I will remind you of everything, and presently you will remember.”


He found himself kneeling before her, holding her hands, gazing into her eyes.


“Oh, my God,” he said, “if it were only as you think. Be brave and listen. I must tell you. I wish to God I could take you away somewhere where you need never know. Even now, perhaps—” His hand tightened on hers. What was Rose? What was a promise of marriage? What was anything, weighed in the balance against this love that life suddenly offered? He could take her away. What was money for but to buy happiness? Take her away to some distant place, some island in the far seas, and she need never know.


“Tell me what?” she said, stroking his hair with hands that thrilled.


“I will tell you nothing but that I love you,” he said. “Whatever’s true, or isn’t true, I love you. I know what love is now. I didn’t before. Kiss me, my love, and tell me that nothing shall ever come between us, nothing, nothing.”


She told him what he asked, crushed in his arms, her heart against his.


“You’ll marry me tomorrow?” he said at last, releasing her and drawing back to let his eyes drink in the beauty and the love of her face.


“But yes,” she said, “and then you will remember. And I will do for you what must be done so that we live forever, together.”


Both had risen and were standing face to face, his hands on her shoulders and hers on his breast.


“I’ve been a fool,” he said, “forgive me. But I’m sane now. There’s nothing in the world but you.”


She laughed softly, gladly, and raised her innocent lips to his.


And the door opened suddenly. And Lady Blair came in, saw them, and the light word of apology on her lips froze there. She looked again, closed the door and came towards them.


“So this is the new relative?” she said contemptuously. “You lose no time, Miss Delmar.”


“Who is this person?” Eugenia asked coldly.


“Present your new friend by all means,” said Lady Blair.


“This is Miss Delmar, my promised wife,” Anthony said “Eugenia, this is Lady Blair.”


He was trying to catch Lady Blair’s eyes, but she had no eyes for any but Eugenia. And Eugenia was saying in tones of ice, “To what are we indebted for the pleasure of Lady Blair’s company?”


“You are very like your mother,” said Lady Blair. “I congratulate you on carrying on the family tradition. Your mother also came to this house. She also broke another girl’s heart, as you are doing. Does Rose know of her good fortune yet?” she asked Anthony, and stood there, her poor old face white under the rouge, and the roses in her muslin hat nodding to her trembling.


“You don’t understand,” he said, “dear Lady Blair, leave us. I’ll explain later.”


“No explanation is needed,” she said; “the situation explains itself. Yes, I will leave you. I will leave your house and take your poor broken-hearted Rose with me.”


“Who?” said Eugenia to Anthony, “is Rose?”


“You know Rose.”


“But why should she—? Is that what you have to tell me? Tell me then later when this lady shall have left us.”


“I will tell you,” said Lady Blair. “Forty-six years ago your mother came to this house. Anthony Drelincourt had loved, or almost loved another girl who would have died for him. As soon as he saw your mother. . . faith, honesty, honour. . . he forgot them all. He threw everything away, for your mother. And she – she amused herself by breaking my heart, and his.


And then she left him on the eve of their wedding, and he died of it. That’s your mother’s record. And she is like her, Anthony,” she went on; “so like her that I can see the old Eugenia in her as if she were a looking-glass. Even the dress – how did you get that dress?” she asked.


“It is my own dress,” said Eugenia composedly, kindly even, and in a low voice she said: “Anthony, I am sorry. Why did you not tell me she was deranged? My mother died in the Madeiras. She was never in England.”


“That was your grandmother,” the old lady said; “your mother – Anthony, I will tell you, so that you may know what it is that you are sacrificing Rose for. The night before this girl’s mother ran away, I went to her room. I humbled myself. I told her how I had always loved Anthony, and how he would have been happy with me, and I begged her – oh, it’s too long ago for me to have any shame about it – I implored her to go, to leave him, to give him up to me. She never loved him as I did. And she listened, smiling to herself, the Jezebel, and making a hairpin red-hot in the candle-flame and making little holes in the wax with it; and when I could say no more, she laughed and said she was sorry for me. And then she said: ‘Give him up! I would throw you and all the rest of the world into hell and cross over your burning bodies to get to him. That’s what love means. Take your milk and water to another market.’”


“Cecily told you that,” Eugenia said, looking down; “I have been very sorry for that.”


“Told me?” Lady Blair echoed, and drowned Eugenia’s later words. “I was that Cecily Drelincourt. I have carried the mark of those words for fifty years or near it. And your mother told you, I suppose? And now you come here to break another girl’s heart as your mother broke mine. Now you know what’s in her blood, Anthony; and I’ve warned you.”


“You told me all this before,” said he. “Dear Lady Blair, please, please be calm. You don’t understand.”


“And I,” said Eugenia, “do not understand either. Is this Cecily’s grandmother?”


“I tell you I am Cecily,” said Lady Blair, and stamped her foot.


A faint shadow of some horror not yet apprehended crossed Eugenia’s face. She moved her lips, but her opening “But” was lost in Lady Blair’s next words.


“The mother took my love, and the daughter takes you. Oh, Anthony! all the nonsense I’ve talked! You understood, didn’t you, that to me you’re the son I’ve never had, the son I should have had if that woman had not come between my lover and me?”


“I understood,” said Anthony, and Eugenia said a little faintly:


“Stop; don’t say any more. I’m sorry you’re unhappy. But I don’t understand. You don’t mean to say that you were Cecily Drelincourt, the same Cecily that was to have been my bridesmaid, that asked – I didn’t hear you right, did I?”


“Give him up,” said Lady Blair, clasping her hands on which the veins stood out blue; “forgive anything I’ve said and give him up. Don’t take him away from me.” She began to cry the tremulous quick tears of age.


“Don’t,” said Eugenia with deathly quiet. “What was it you said, Anthony? About my having been asleep for more than weeks? Was it years? Not years, Anthony; not years!” She clung to him with the terror of a child lost in the dark. “It’s not true. It can’t be. But when she said, ‘Don’t take him away,’ her voice was like. . . Anthony, I can’t bear it; I can’t! Tell me was it years? What year is this?”


It was Lady Blair who answered: “Nineteen hundred and eleven.” Her mouth hung slackly, the tears had dabbled the rouge, and her figure seemed to have shrunk, fallen in upon itself.


“Is it true?” Eugenia asked, in a whisper.


“Yes,” he answered.


“I’ve been asleep for fifty years, and Cecily, that’s Cecily. Am I like that?” she ran to a mirror, “but of course I saw this morning. I am myself. But everyone else has gone. Oh, horrible, horrible! Why did you wake me?”


She was coming back to him, hands outstretched, but she stopped short.


“You’re not old. Did you sleep too?”


He shook his head.


“Then you – then you – who are you?”


“Your lover, dear,” he said, and moved towards her. But she drew back.


“No, no,” she cried; “you are someone else. You didn’t know me. You don’t know me. Don’t come near me. I’m a ghost. I’m not real. I’ve been dead for fifty years. Cecily, if you are Cecily, you know me. You’re real. Oh, help me, help me!”


Lady Blair only stared and shook her head and wept. Anthony, at his wits’ end, stood between them.


“It is true,” he said to Lady Blair; “she is the Eugenia who wronged you. She has been in a trance for a long time. She never ran away.” He told her very plainly and quietly, with a purposeful choice of commonplace words, all that had happened. He could not be sure that she understood. But when he ended she said – “If you and she are not mad, and this is true, she should have a scar on her hand, and she can tell me how she came by it.”


“You picked up a stiletto from my dressing-table,” Eugenia said slowly, “and tried to stab me with it. It went into my hand and you were sorry.” She held out her hand, palm uppermost. There was on it a little scar, not quite healed.


“You see,” she said, “it’s fifty years ago to you. To me it’s three days ago. Oh, you loved me when I first came, before Anthony did; help me now. I’ve nobody but you.”


Lady Blair seemed to awaken; the tottering, shrunken old woman seemed to expand, to straighten to something that was, quite recognisably, Lady Blair.


“I found a bit of her dress,” she said, “among the straw. I wondered. But I never thought. Fifty years. Your Anthony’s dead.”


“No!” the girl almost shrieked.


“Yes, that is his nephew. You belong to my time, not his.”


“No, no, no!” a wail of anguish ran through the house.


“I am not dead,” he said. “Whatever else has changed, I have not changed. I am Anthony who loves you. I have always loved you. I always shall.”


She looked at him and spoke softly.


“It is you,” she said; “you may have died as she says, but you have come into the world again to wake me. Don’t I know you? It is you – but – it’s all in vain. I know it.”


She shrank from him. Lady Blair came forward with outstretched hands.


“Oh, my poor dear,” she said, and enfolded Eugenia with a tragic tenderness. “I can forgive you anything now I know you didn’t desert my Anthony.”


Eugenia clung to her. Anthony left them together.



    ~



He went out into the garden and, shaken out of all self-control, told his story to the first person he met. It was the doctor. Anthony fought the other’s unbelief, beat down his rational distrusts, till he felt that he had overpowered him, convinced him.


“And I love her,” Anthony ended. “I didn’t know what love was like before. What am I to do? I must tell Rose.”


“You never loved Rose,” said the doctor slowly.


“No. I know that now. But I thought I did. And to have to hurt her like this – oh, my God! – but I can’t do anything else.”


“I have the honour to wish you good morning,” said the doctor.


“You mean,” Anthony looked at him in wonder; “you mean that you don’t believe yet?”


“I mean that I believe that at last you have fallen in love, and that you’ve arranged all this elaborate melodrama to cover your breaking with Rose. But you might have spared yourself the trouble. She won’t believe your twaddling fairy stories about Sleeping Beauties. And I think Rose is jolly well rid of you, at any price. If you want to know what I believe, it’s that. So now you know.”


He turned away and left Anthony standing there.


To him presently came Bats. And to him Anthony told, in far fewer words, what he had told the doctor. Bats listened, nodded now and then. “And Rose,” Anthony ended; “my poor Rose. I do love Rose too, Billy. I thought I loved her as men do love. I didn’t know.”


“It may help you a little,” Bats said slowly, “if I tell you that I’m certain Rose never loved you either – not as you and I mean when we say ‘love.’ You piqued her; you were indifferent. The rest of us were at her feet. Oh yes, I’m there with the rest, if you care to know. That sort of pique has passed for love with many a woman before Rose. And as for the other; Drelincourt, I’ve told you many a time that it was dangerous. I tell it you again now. You’ve done what you set out to do, and you’ve found – her. But there are some things that are. . . not allowed. I don’t know how the judgment will come on you. But it will come. You’ve got beyond the line that we’re not allowed to go beyond. These things can’t be.”


“I mean to marry Eugenia,” he said. “I’ve won, all along the line. If I’ve not got to hurt Rose, there’s nothing in the world but splendid happiness.”


But Bats shook his head.


“We’re not at the end yet,” he said.



XXI



      The Old Love





Anthony went slowly back to the Empire room. It was empty. He sat down on the window seat where so little a while ago he had held his world in his arms. His world. Deliberately he repeated the words. For they were true. Science, psychology, the great mysteries, honour, fame, friendship, nothing mattered but this.


“I must have loved her in some other life,” he said, as so many have said before him, so many suddenly realising the strength of the unknown god, blindingly made manifest. “There must have been another life, when she and I were together. She could not otherwise, in the very first moment of my seeing her, have become the heart of my heart.”


For he perceived now what before he had not realised, that at the very first sight of her pale face lying so still in that still and hidden chamber, he had, as it were, become alive. Lines he had never understood sang themselves just past his hearing. How did the thing go?




      “Hair in heaps lay heavily




      Over a pale brow spirit pure.




      *    *    *    *    *    *




      And lo, a blade for a knight’s emprise




      Filled the empty sheath of a man.




      *    *    *    *    *    *




      He looked at her as a lover can,




      She looked at him as one who awakes,




      The past was asleep, and their life began.”





Yes, that was it, or near it; “a blade for a knight’s emprise.” How foolish to think that work and fame were worth nothing. They were worth everything, since he could give them to her.


“She belongs to my time, not yours,” Lady Blair had said. A saying meaningless. She belonged to him, and what had time to do with love? “Love’s not Time’s fool,” he said, and realised with almost a smile that for him, as for the other lovers at whom he had mocked, the only language was the language of lovers and poets.


“And all the time I was mocking at Love, here it was in me, my very self, waiting to come to life, just dormant like some live thing that waits for the spring sunshine to awaken it; like her, who waited to be awakened.” Again he almost smiled as he saw to what a bathos of egoism his metaphor was leading him. His fancy busied itself with his future – their future – drinking in the dream of a long life spent together, of youth’s rose-crowned banquet, of a prime, vigorous and splendid, and of the gentle tender peace of an old age side by side.


Then the thought struck him with a sudden buffet. She would not grow old. She had been down into the valley of the shadow of death and had come back having conquered death and broken the arrows of old age. She would be always young. And he – he would grow old and grey; and all this life that he looked to to draw them closer through a growing twilight till death’s kind darkness enfolded them – all this life in the dream of which he had gloried, this life would be like a wedge mercilessly struck home by the years, driving him and her further and further apart. In this new enlightenment, Death, whom he had sought to conquer, appeared to him as a friend outraged and forever estranged. He did not want to live forever on this earth. He wanted to live the allotted time, as other lovers lived it, to see her children grow up, and know the tenderness that grows with the waning of youth and beauty. He had been wrong. His discovery was a useless one: who wanted to live forever? Yet had he not made it, he had never found her, who alone made life worth the living.


The voices of Esther and Linda and the others came to him through the open window like the voices of actors in a play in which he, far off in the gallery, had ceased to be interested. He sat there a long time, thinking, dreaming, musing. And in and through the web of musings, dreams and thoughts, ran the golden thread of this new magic of love, now at last discovered. What were any of his discoveries compared with that? So he thought, sitting there very still.


To him there came Lady Blair, a strange Lady Blair, aged and no longer gay.


He roused himself from his triumphant musings to go to her.


“My poor boy,” she said gently.


“Why poor?” he asked, a sudden terror catching at his heart. That was how people spoke when—, but that fear at least was groundless. Death could not touch his love. And now the thought that he had hated came to him as a friend. “Why poor?” he repeated.


“Because you’ve got yourself onto a plane where the impossible looks as though it could happen. But it can’t, my dear, it can’t.”


“You’ve been talking to Bats,” he said, and she told him, “Yes, and he sees it as I do.”


“But it’s no good,” said Anthony, “seeing things as each other does, and all that. She’s here; I’m here. I shall marry her tomorrow.”


“She won’t,” said Lady Blair; “she—”


“You’ve been advising her,” he put in hotly.


“Yes, advising her to accept the thing quietly, get used to this new world you’ve brought her into, marry you and be happy. She won’t. And she wants to leave Drelincourt.”


“Then she must marry me. You don’t suppose I can let her out of my sight?”


“I will go with her,” said Lady Blair. “I am on your side, Anthony. I want you to be happy. Only I know in my soul you never will be.”


“Ah! don’t croak,” he said almost gaily. “Do you think it’s possible for anyone to come through what she has come through and then – nothing?”


“I don’t think you realise,” said she, sitting down very wearily beside him. “You’ve been telling people. That doctor will talk. He doesn’t believe you. But he’ll talk. And other people; if they don’t believe, they’ll think the worst, as he does. And if they do believe – It seems so odd to be sitting here in the sunshine and talking of things that can’t be true, and yet they are. If people do believe that she’s a woman who died fifty years ago. . . Tony, you know how people feel about the dead – the horror, the mystery, the wild unreasonable terror!”


“We shan’t want – anyone else,” he began, but checked at the third word. “But you don’t feel any horror?” he said.


“I’m an old woman,” said Lady Blair, “and I am too near Death to be afraid of it. And I knew her when she was alive before, Tony. No one else is alive who knew her then. She feels that too. She feels that in time even you will shrink from her. God knows what the rights of it are. She says she’s been dead all those years. You say so. I know it can’t be true, and yet I see it is. My old brain’s muddled.” She put her hand to her head. “She asked me to tell you all this. To tell you that she knows the best thing she can do is to go away. She wants to go away with me. She wants me,” said the old woman, and her voice shook and her hands. It was as though old age, so strongly resisted, had in an hour done the work of half a lifetime. “And,” she added, “I want her. She knows all the people I knew when I was young. There is no one else left but her and me. Let us go away together. Don’t hurry everything. Let her have time to find herself, to see if she can live in this new world you’ve dragged her back into.”


“She’s got to live,” he said roughly, “whether she likes it or not. Of course what I found out was too fine a thing not to have some damned counterbalancing terror. Just as the rest of us must die, whether we like it or not, she must live, whether she likes it or not.”


“I hear what you say,” said she, “but it doesn’t seem to mean anything. My head’s going round.”


“My poor dear,” said Anthony, and came to her and kissed her withered cheek. There was no paint on it now. “Don’t let’s talk about it any more now. Go back to her. Stay quietly with her. I cannot let her go away. I will wait as long as you like. I will not ask to see her till she wants me. But she must stay here. I must get rid of all these people. And I must tell Rose.”


But Bats had told Rose.


She was waiting on the terrace when Anthony came out, and she came to him quickly.


“Don’t,” she said; “I know. Don’t tell me anything. You’ve quite enough to bear without telling me things that’ll break your heart to talk about. I know just how you feel. You’re bracing yourself up to get it over. Billy has told me. He said it was the only thing he could do for either of us.”


“How splendid you are,” he said; “you don’t reproach me? don’t hate me?”


“Reproach you?” said she; “oh, my poor boy, it’s bad enough without my reproaches. Even now I can’t believe it’s true. And yet I knew in my heart the moment I saw her that it was true. And nothing’s any use, and everything’s all over, and I shall never be happy again, and you’ve never been happy at all.”


The remembrance came to him of an hour at Malacca Wharf when he had held, for the first time, his world in his arms.


“I not happy?” he breathed; “oh, but I have been happy.”


They stood facing each other with nothing left to say. Rose could not leave him in that empty silence.


“There’s one little thing I’d like to tell you,” she began quickly, “before I go. Oh yes, of course I’m going. Do you think I want to stay? I had a letter from Abrahamson this morning.” 


Tony drew a deep breath, as one who begins to recover from a swoon. To talk of Abrahamson and letters was the first step back into the world of everyday, the world where he meant to live. The world in which he had passed the morning was the world he meant to leave, meant Eugenia to leave. He welcomed the commonplace daylight warm world of everyday things. “Yes?” he said.


“He has found out where those books came from. And, he thinks, the ring. Oh, these Jews have ways of finding out things. I don’t know how he knows, but he does. It was a man who was in your uncle’s service at the time of his death. He must have stolen the books when your uncle died. And the ring. And sold them. He told his landlord once that he had expected the books to be gold and silver to him, and then found they were in some language he couldn’t read. Russian he thought.” So she spoke, almost placidly.


“The cypher,” said he. “Rose, I think I see, This chap must have taken those books; and my uncle, perhaps he could not remember the formulae, couldn’t revive her, perhaps he only missed them when he had gone too far in the treatment to stop. Perhaps the shock of finding them gone killed him. He had written three words in the laboratory book, ‘Not death – She—’”


“Yes,” said Rose, “yes.” Then lamely, “I thought I’d tell you. I mayn’t perhaps see you again, you know.”


“Oh, don’t say that,” he said mechanically. He wanted to stay a little on the low level ground where one felt nothing, to breathe a little and rest. “Where are the others?” he said; “did you all have luncheon?”


“Yes, Lady Blair sent word not to wait; that Eugenia was ill. The others are all gone. Billy got them off. Lord Alfriston took them to London in his motor. There’s no one here but Billy and me.”


Anthony gazed at this girl whom, a week ago, he had supposed himself to be about to marry. And he knew, whatever Bats might say, that she had loved him.


“Oh, Rose,” he said, and “Oh, Rose, Rose!”


“The house feels as if there’d been a funeral,” she said, and shivered.


“You are wonderful,” he said; “some women would have made me suffer to the utmost they could inflict. You are an angel.”


She did not speak for a moment. Then she said: “Tony, perhaps you’ll think someday and be sorry for what you’ve done. About me, I mean. Think you ought to have gone on with it, you know, and things about your honour and all that. I want you always to remember what I’m going to tell you. I didn’t know it then, but I know now that it was all over for me from the moment you told me of your discovery. I could never have married you after that. I should have been afraid of you.”


It was bravely said. And he believed her. Perhaps she believed herself. Perhaps, on the other hand, what she said was true, only she did not know it for the truth.


“Thank you for telling me that,” he said. “And I do love you, Rose. It’s only that I didn’t know that there’s only one sort of love worth offering to a woman.”


“The stars and roses you used to make fun of?”


“Yes,” he said, “the stars and roses.”



    ~



Drelincourt was emptied of its guests. All had gone, even Rose who wanted to stay and Bats who had decided that she should not. He took her back to Malacca Wharf, got Esther Raven to stay with her and came to see her every day.


“No, her heart isn’t broken,” said Esther to him one day when Rose was busy with the biscuit boys, “but it’s badly bruised. Poor dear brave splendid Rose. That he should have preferred that little dowdy insignificant relation – I would never have believed it, never.”


The doctor had told Esther the story that he did not believe and she had not believed it either. Bats had told no one anything. Rose had told no one anything.


“She bears up wonderfully,” said Esther; “just goes on with her work and the boys and her Mothers’ Meetings and things. I don’t suppose she’ll ever marry. She’ll never get over it. And yet she keeps such a brave front. I love courage.”


“So do I,” said Bats, “the more by token that it’s my only virtue. No, I have one other. I can keep a secret. Can you?”


“Yes,” Esther answered alertly.


“Then I’ll give you one to keep. I mean to marry Rose.”


“If she’ll have you,” said Esther incredulously.


“One has instincts,” said Bats. “When I put the revolver to her head, Rose will give in.”


“The revolver—?”


“It’s just a way of speaking. When I tell her that I mean her to marry me, Rose will marry me. It’s the only way to manage these strong self-reliant people.”


“She’ll simply laugh at you,” said Esther. “I don’t see anyone bullying Rose into marrying a man she doesn’t love.”


“Nor do I. Perhaps I forgot to mention that I also intend that Rose shall love me.”


“She never will,” said Esther with conviction.


“I don’t know. I sometimes think. . . Love soaks in, like water into rock, you know. If you go on loving people long enough before they find it out, when they do find it out it’s soaked into their very souls.”


“Do you mean?”


“Always. From the first moment I saw her. But you won’t tell her that. I shall tell her, when the time comes. And then you’ll see.”


“I never shall,” said Miss Raven. But Miss Raven was wrong.


“I tell you all this,” said Bats, “because I want an ally. Abuse me or praise me, I don’t care which you do. Only I want you to know what you’re doing. And in return I’ll ask you to tea when Lord Alfriston comes. He is coming, by the way, next Wednesday. And Linda and Mullinger. I am becoming a match-maker.”


“You are brutal,” said Miss Raven, flushing, “and I shall not go to your hateful party.”


But Miss Raven went.



    ~



A hushed stillness, like the stillness of death, had settled over Drelincourt. Lady Blair and Eugenia kept to Lady Blair’s rooms, and for three days Anthony wandered like a ghost about that quiet house of his and the glorious gardens, thinking, thinking, thinking.


On the fourth day Lady Blair came to him.


“Eugenia is happier now,” she said. “She does not cry so much now. And she says she will see you soon. She asks a great many questions about some little boy. She says he was given up for dead and you revived him. She wants you to have the child here. She says that she and the child would understand each other. She is very insistent about it Where is he?”


“With a clergyman and his wife at Esher. Sebastien shall go for him,” Anthony told her. “But is she more reasonable?” he asked quickly. “Does she see yet that she and I. . . If she and I keep apart, the whole thing’s been for nothing. Won’t she see me? I have been patient,” he said impatiently. “Yes, I think I have been very patient. Won’t she see me now?”


“She will see you when she has seen the boy,” said Lady Blair. “You will send for him today, won’t you? I think what she feels most is the horrible loneliness. I am the only one. This child – she feels she has some kinship of common suffering with him. It seems that dying, before it is your time to die, hurts horribly.”


“I did not know,” said Anthony. “I thought it was rest.”


“I hope you never will know,” said she. “I must go back to her. She likes the roses you send up. Yes. I’ve implored her to see you, but she says she must get used to her own soul first. I don’t know what she means.”


Anthony sent for the child, and Sebastien brought him, a little boy of six or seven. Anthony would have liked to see the meeting of these two beings who, alone, had tasted of the first-fruits of his discovery. But Lady Blair had given orders that the boy was to be brought straight to her rooms. And Anthony, still alone, saw and heard nothing of the meeting. Though alone, he was not lonely. The reaction from the intense emotion left him at peace. Eugenia lived, he lived, and he wandered without restlessness about the gardens whose paths had known her feet.


Lady Blair came to him sometimes, and from her he heard of Eugenia and of the child, and of the love the two had for each other. And once from his window, he saw her and the boy in the Dutch garden. They looked like mother and child, he thought, with a sudden pang. In this separation of her choosing, he was almost contented. The string of emotion, stretched almost to breaking point, was now all relaxed. That she should be in the same house with him was enough. It would have been almost enough, he felt, that she should be in the same world. He felt like a man who, in a shipwreck, has saved his dearest treasure and himself, and is content to know her safe, and to await quietly and with a solemn gratitude the time when she, rested and restored from that wild fight with death, shall come quietly to his arms.


And at last she came. He had been cutting roses – he sent roses to her rooms every day – and his hands were full of them as she came towards him through the flowering bushes. And when they met, he let the roses fall and took her hands across a heap of red and pink and white. There was a wooden seat round the trunk of a weeping ash on the turf at the end of the rose garden, and thither he led her, keeping her hand in his hand. The weeping ash made a green and gold bower for them, and the world was well shut out. There she crept into his arms and they clung together, even as those shipwrecked ones might have done.


“You have kept me waiting a very long time,” he said.


And she answered, “A very long time,” and clung to him yet more closely. “Anthony, I have thought and thought, and prayed and prayed. And I have come to see that what I feared from the first is true. It is not possible.”


“What is not possible?” he asked, sick with a sudden fear.


“That we should be together. That we should be married. It is not possible. We are not mates. I have been on the other side.”


“And I? Have I not been on the other side? How else am I here, the man you loved, when the man you loved died years ago?”


“It is not the same,” she said. “You came and went by the gates of birth and death. But I am not of your kind. I feel as though I were a ghost who loved a mortal. I am afraid.”


He tried with fond words and the eyes of love to move her from this fear. In vain.


“I did not know how deep the gulf was, how very deep and wide, until the child came. Then I knew. He and I are of one blood. I am not strange to him as the rest of the world is strange. He is not strange to me. He and I are happy together. You and I would never be happy.”


Anthony spoke.


“No,” she answered. “I know you love me, and I thank God for it. But you would not love me long. You would be afraid. You would say to yourself someday, ‘This is a dead woman I hold in my arms,’ and I should feel you shiver and shrink. . .”


Again he spoke.


“And this too,” she said; “have you thought of this? You will grow old, and I shall be always as I am now. Horrible, horrible! I look forward. I see our children. . . do you think I have not thought of that? Your baby to lie at my breast,” she caught her breath; and once more Anthony spoke, a very few words.


“Yes,” she said, “I know. And when our child grew older, I should be still the same; and when our child was a man, and looked to find a mother faded with a life of love and care for him, like the good mothers of other men, he would find only me with my intolerable fixed unnatural youth!”


She listened patiently to his passionate pleading, “Do you think I don’t say all that to myself?” she asked. “Over and over and over. And always the answer is the same. We are of different worlds. We must part.”


“Beloved,” he said. “There is an antidote. It is in that book.”


She shone and sparkled like a stream that the sun strikes from the edge of a cloud.


“To make me a real woman again? Oh, Anthony!”


“It is not a true antidote,” he said. “At least not as I have used it. I tried it – on the bird and on other things – and the answer always was. . . death.”


“It might not be so with a human soul,” she said; and he said:


“Do you think I am going to risk it?”


“I would,” said she, “to be a real living woman; for your love. . . oh, I would risk far more than death.”


Then he talked to her, quietly, reasonably, common-sensibly about the wonders of science and the power of man’s will.


“You take this too much as a miracle,” he said. “By and by it will seem nothing to you or to the world. Electricity seemed a miracle once, and we send sixpenny telegrams. One comes to take the most wonderful magic as a matter of course. Look at the X-rays, and wireless telegraphy and. . .”


“No steps come back,” she said. “I have crossed the threshold of death, and this which has come back belongs to the other side.”


“Your feet only touched the threshold,” he said.


“They crossed it,” she said, “and the child, he too has been where I have been. He sleeps in my arms. When he is there I do not dream. I am afraid of my dreams. They are all of you.”


“And you and he are of one blood, you say?” Anthony asked, suddenly seeing light in the great darkness.


“Yes, he and I, but not I and you; oh, my dear love, not I and you!”


She wept on his shoulder.


“Then the way is plain,” said he, holding her softly. “I shall go where you have been. I shall – Eugenia – you were to have worked the charm for your lover when he had worked it for you. You knew’ it all – if you have forgotten, I will teach it you again. Will you do this? Then at least you can never say that there is any gulf between us.”


“It is a terrible sacrifice that you ask me to let you make,” she said.


“Yes,” he said simply, “but I want you more than anything that can be sacrificed.”


“And everything that I care for in myself says No. It is not— oh, Anthony, don’t you understand?”


“It may be wrong,” he said doggedly. “I don’t know. Yes – I do know. God would not put any secret in our way, and then forbid us to find it out.”


“But to use it?”


“Well, if it is,” he said, “am I nothing to you? I would go through hell for you. Will you do nothing for me? I tell you you shall do it. You are mine and you shall do it.”


“I must do what you command,” she said, and trembled.


“What? Then I command you to marry me tomorrow,” he said, and a sudden flush of triumph dashed his pale face.


“I must do it if you say so. I love you,” she said. “But I could not live afterwards. The first moment you left me alone, I should find a way out.”


“There is no way out,” he said. “You are safe from disease and old age. Let me take you as you are.”


“I must do as you say,” she told him again.


“Then I say do this. Make me your peer, your equal. And whatever terrors the future may have we shall share them together.”


She wrung her hands in an agony.


“No, no, no,” she cried, “don’t make me do it! Let me take the antidote rather. It would not kill me.”


“If I did,” he said slowly, “and it did not kill you, you would be old, old, old, like Lady Blair.”


“Then at least I could die,” she said, like one who perceives a loophole not undesired.


“You are going to live,” he said strongly; “you are going to live for me. And I am going to live for you.” But she trembled and shivered.


“That room,” she said. “That horrible vault. I could not face it. The floor was up and we were cut off from everyone. The machinery needed a strong man. Were you suddenly faint, overcome? Did you try to get help and were met by that barricade, and died before you could get help? Was that it, Tony?”


He covered her wide eyes with his hand.


“Hush!” he said. “We are just a man and woman who love each other. All the rest that has happened is less than nothing. Only you think that there is a gulf between us. I know of none. But if there is one I am going to leap it. And you are going to help me. And it shall not be in that room. It shall be out here, in the moonlight. The full moon helps, you know. It must have been a full moon when you were put to sleep. At the full moon. You promise?”


“I must promise if you command,” she said again. And even then he was not warned.


He clasped her in his arms, and once more the world spun in a wild splendour of stars and flowers.



XXII



      The End





William Bats, leaping from a whirring taxi-cab at London Bridge Station, almost knocked down a hurrying stranger who, turning, showed the face of a friend and became Mr. Abrahamson.


“Sorry!” said Bats. “Oh, it’s you, Mr. Abrahamson; I’m in a frightful hurry to catch the eight-fifty train. There’s something wrong at Drelincourt. Excuse me.”


Mr. Abrahamson walked beside him into the station. “I will escort you if I do not intrude,” he said, and followed Bats to the booking-office, and when Bats had taken a ticket, Mr. Abrahamson took one also.


“You find first your train,” said he. “Then I have a little talk with you.”


Bats found an empty carriage. Abrahamson spoke to an official. Next moment the carriage door was locked on the two men.


“You are going my way?” Bats asked, surprised.


“I go your way,” said Abrahamson. “You go to Drelincourt and you say there is something wrong. May I ask in sympathy if our fortunate physiologist is ill?”


“I don’t know,” said Bats shortly. He was in no mood for talk.


“You go down then,” said Abrahamson, with a sudden kindly interest, “for the only real reason, the unreasoning impulse. I also. It is the only guide. Not the reasonable impulse which you by analysis can explain and justify, but the one which you can neither justify nor explain. The impulse that permits not itself to be analysed and explained, only recognised – and, if you are wise, followed.”


The train started.


“I’m afraid I don’t have those impulses,” said Bats, interested in his turn. “I am going because I have had a telegram. It arrived last night and I did not find it.”


“It is from him?” Abrahamson asked.


“There is no reason why I should not tell you,” Bats began, but the other interrupted.


“Yet you say to yourself, it is no business of mine, and that I ask too many questions. My young friend, Nathan Abrahamson does not ask idle questions. I know many things. I have foreseen much. You and I are perhaps on our guard because we do not know what the other knows. Yet I know you know much, for Miss Royal told me that it is you who transcribe the cypher. And I have attained my knowledge by another path. And I am now in this train to go to the young Anthony to warn him, if there should still be time.”


“Of what?”


“The unreasoning impulse I call him,” Abrahamson went on. “Perhaps it is another name for what my fathers were used to say, ‘Warned of God in a dream.’ The impulse came yesterday at noon. It came last night, very strong and clear, but I would not listen. And this morning, for the third time. And now I go, and I fear I have been false to the light.”


“I don’t understand,” said Bats.


“Once before in this matter I was warned. That time I obeyed. I went to Miss Royal. I made her gaze in the crystal. I warned her. But I did not tell her all.


I had pity. If I had told her. . . . But I was false to the light.”


“Miss Royal’s engagement is broken off,” said Bats, without feeling irrelevant, “and I will show you the telegram. It is from Lady Blair who keeps Drelincourt’s house.”


The Jew took the bit of pink paper and read:



To William Bats, Esq.,


Falstaffe Chambers,


Dean Street, London, W.


Please come at once you must come there is something different you must come tonight motor if there is no train do not fail most urgent come I am afraid.


Cecily Blair.




“And you received it?” he said.


“Half an hour ago.”


“There was no further telegram this morning. No?”


“There wasn’t time. I left at a quarter-past eight.”


“We will talk no more,” said the Jew. “Meditation is best, to clear and calm the mind, to cleanse the courage and make endurance strong. Mr. Bats, I fear that this train is carrying you into the land of sorrow. Let us meditate in silence.”


He closed his eyes and spoke no more.


Meditation was, in that hour, the last thing Bats wanted. He resolutely opened the book he carried and tried to think that he understood what he was reading, and whether he understood or no, the book served its purpose. It was an anodyne that he wanted, and to the Western mind meditation is no anodyne.


There was no carriage to be had at the station. The two men walked over the fields and through the park, Mr. Abrahamson still in meditation and Bats intolerably anxious not to meditate.


They were met on the terrace by Wilkes, and as soon as they saw his face they knew.


“Yes, sir, the worst as could be, sir. Poor Sir Anthony and the young lady and the child. All three of them dead, sir. They seem to have been at some play acting or another, and accidents happen so quick. But Lady Blair, she requested me not to enlarge, sir, but just to show you up as soon as you arrived and she will tell you herself. You was expected last night; I wish to God you had, if I may say so, sir. This gentleman to wait in the library? Quite so.”


Wilkes led the way to Lady Blair’s sitting-room, and Bats went into a darkened chamber where a little heap of dark clothes cowered in the corner of a sofa. The maid who sat in a chair near by got up and went as Bats came in.


“Will you ring, sir, please, if anything’s wanted,” she said, lowering her respectful voice to the key of the darkened room.


Lady Blair’s voice sounded changed, harsh and low, such strange breaks and hesitancies.


“I want to tell you how it happened and I am very weak. Don’t interrupt with questions. I woke in the night; the child was calling ‘Eugenia’ again and again. I got up to go to him. My door was locked on the outside. I called out to the child but he did not hear me, or else he would not answer. And I heard him go down and I heard the French window open. And I looked out and called to him. But he would not listen. He was going straight to them.”


“But where were they?”


“Down by the lake I saw them. It was a still night, very moonlight. . . . I read my first love-letter by moonlight,” she said, and stopped.


“Don’t give way,” he urged her. “Tell me. Go on. You saw the child. . .”


“They were down by the lake. I could not see who it was, but it was they. I know now. There was a white patch on the ground, and candles all round it, and someone in white moving about. And the child went through the shrubbery in his night-gown.”


Again she paused.


“I don’t understand being able to tell you all this,” she said wonderingly.


“And then?”


“The child got quite close to them. He was running, and I suppose one of the candles caught his night-dress, because there was a flare, and then it went out suddenly, and there was a sound of water, and everything was quite quiet, just the white thing lying there and the candles, nothing else. And I could do nothing, nothing. From the first moment I knew what they were doing. They were trying to make him like her. You’ve seen all the things, the things that were found when you found her. They tell me there was a lambskin and an altar. And she was trying to change him into what she was. But she couldn’t. Oh, thank God, she couldn’t!”


“But why didn’t you ring?” asked Bats, “rouse the house – do something?”


“I thought you knew,” she said simply. “When I first got to the window and saw the white things by the lake there was a sort of numb blankness, and then I watched and felt I couldn’t move from watching; and when I felt I must move, I couldn’t. I shall never move again.”


The shawl fell back from her face, and his eyes, now grown used to the dim light, saw that it was all twisted and crooked.


“The gardeners found them, and they sent up to me, and my maid sent for the doctor. And he came and told me Anthony was dead. Me? Oh, the doctor says it’s paralysis, and I shan’t live long. Thank God for that,” she said, “and they found Anthony dead and the girl and the child were in the lake. The swans were scolding and flapping and they went to see what it was. I told them to leave everything for you to see. I am alive still, in my brain. I wish I’d been able to go altogether and to go before he did. You were his friend, you will see to everything. Oh, one thing more. He told me sometime he had made a will, leaving you something. I wanted to say. . . don’t refuse it. . . because of any silly scruples. I want everything to be as he wanted it to be. Good-bye! I’m glad somebody’s going to be happy. You’ll be good to that Rose girl. I shan’t see you again. Ring for my maid, do you mind? Good-bye!”



    ~



Bats went out into the sunlight and down to the lake. There everything was green and sparkling and the blue water laughed to the blue sky.


On the grassy promontory that jutted into the lake lay quiet things covered with white cloths. There was just enough breeze to lift the corners a little and lay them softly down again. There were the lightless candles, there was the altar; there on the grass in bands of white cloth fastened by long nails to the grass was the sign that had been traced on the floor of that dark room where he had found the lady of Anthony’s life, in the death-sleep. All was, here in the sun and the glowing summer life, even as it had been in that dark and secret chamber.


Someone lifted a corner of a sheet and he saw the face of his friend. He was glad afterwards that he had seen it with that look upon it. They replaced the sheet, and Abrahamson and another man came to him out of a group that had in it the gardeners, Wilkes and the same local constable who had come up that day to sell tickets for the fête.


“This gentleman is the doctor,” said Mr. Abrahamson; “he will tell you what he thinks.”


And the doctor told, with many dull words, how the unfortunate Baronet had been rehearsing for a play, something Greek, most likely, the doctor thought, probably a pastoral drama to which he would have invited the villagers, and the child’s clothes had caught fire and the lady had plunged with him into the lake. “They were extricated from the fatal stream near the bridge,” he said. “Poor Sir Anthony! He was probably playing the part of a dead Greek lying in state, and some sudden shock – perhaps the child screamed – caused a cessation of the heart’s action. I shall be, of course, happy to give the necessary certificate. Very sad, yes – very. In the midst of life we are in death. Yes, yes. I will call on my way home and see the undertaker,” he said, “unless you would like to call in a firm from town.”


“I will see to all that, thank you,” said Bats. “You are sure he is dead? There must be no funeral till there is no least possible doubt that he is really dead. It might be a trance, mightn’t it?” Bats put it to the doctor and hung on the answer. To have his friend back, safe as of old, and all this like a dream when one wakes; the thought had but time to brush his heart before he remembered what life would mean to Anthony, after that dream.


“Dead?” The man would have laughed but for the professional sadness demanded by the occasion. As it was he choked the laugh into a cough. “I am afraid there is no doubt about that,” he said. “Unfortunately, or fortunately, I know my business. I have heard of trances, my dear sir, but they are things doctors do not come across.”


“Have no fear,” said Abrahamson softly, “your friend is dead.”



    ~



The old Jew, of his larger and deeper knowledge, pieced the thing together for Bats when the lake-side had been cleared of the strange pitiful show and they paced there together in the sunshine.


“As I see it,” he said, “the child missed his friend in the night and followed her out. Perhaps he came at the moment when life in your friend was extinguished, before the woman began the incantations and the needle-prickings of the destroyers of death and disease. And the appeal of the child and the flames caught her from even her lover and she and the child perished together.”


“Then,” said Bats, “if the child had not run out. . . if she had not left Anthony to go to the child. . . he would have been alive now. She would have succeeded.”


“No,” said the other, weighing the word, “and no and no. She could not. Waste no regrets, my Bats. The child came with an angel to bring him to them. But for the coming of the child, she would have lived to know that she had killed her lover, and lacked the power to bring him to life. She had surrendered all her will to him before she passed into her own death-sleep. How then could she control the powers of death and hell as he had done for her? They died in ignorance; that was the best that life could have given them.”


“But,” said Bats wretchedly, “if you had come in time – if I had had the telegram last night.”


“It all makes nothing,” he said. “I saw not that before. But now I see. She could not have lived; the child could not have lived. Death let them go as a cat lets go a mouse, to snatch at them again. Man is such a little thing and he plays so foolishly among the giant greatnesses. Disease he can conquer, yes, and old age, but Death has many arrows in his quiver. She died because her allotted time was come, as you and I will die. Disease and old age? Yes, these he reckoned with, conquered them with infinite labour and the arrogant theft of forbidden things. God is not mocked. The child and the maiden were safe from sickness and from age, but who could secure her from the elemental forces, the lightning and the deep waters? It could not have been otherwise. Thus it must be with those who are bold to lift the curtain and adventure among forbidden things.”


“It seems such waste, such stupid senseless waste,” said Bats. “His great thoughts, his fine body that loved life, all the friendship, the aspiration, the love. . . all thrown away, gone, wasted forever.”


“Who says that it is wasted?” said the Jew. “It is his body that has served its turn and is cast away. The great thoughts, the friendship, the aspiration, the love; can we say that these die? Nay, rather, these shall not die. These shall live in the Courts of the Lord, forever.”


—  THE END  —
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